"Class is full-size pickups under 8,500 GVWR when properly equipped. 


ee 


Extra, extra! F-150 SuperCrew now comes with either a 5% or new 6% ft. bed. Plus, class- 
leading payload* for whatever you drop into the most innovative full-size pickup out there. 


_ 2006 FORD F-150 


fordvehicles.com 


P| 
Hey, Rod—Rod Smith—where are you 
going now that you and the Broncos 
have eliminated the Patriots? 
Not to Indy. The Broncos will get to 
play for the AFC championship at 
ti home ae ean Seoete ae 


14 weasel games preview 


AFC Pittsburgh knocked off the Colts 
and Denver dethroned the Patriots, 
which leaves a matchup of two strong 
defenses in the AFC championship 
game. By Paul Attner 


NFC Thanks to the stellar play of Jake Delhomme and Steve 
Smith and the coaching of John Fox, the Panthers keep 
overcoming their inconsistencies. By Dan Pompei 


24 Moving parts 


i Three months and 19 starting lineups into the 
ea season, the Knicks finally seem to have settled 
¥ F> on a rotation. For now, anyway. By Stan McNeal 


26 Show-stopping appeal 


Hoopheads want answers 
to the questions that the 
first half created. But first 
take a look back and then 
see what's still to come. 
By Mike DeCourcy 


COVER: BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Send your editorial comments or complaints 
to Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings 


at jrawlings @ sportingnews.com. 


KNOW IT ALL 


4 To Know List Will Duke make it through 
the regular season without losing a 
single game? Not without clearing three 
big—but not that big—hurdles. 

6 On Deck A quick peek at the week 
ahead. Plus, Bob Hille’s Starting 5. 

7 My Turm Joe Buck finds the abuse of 
the word amazing absolutely amazing. 

8 Sports Talk with ... Gabrielle Reece, 
the model, actress and former volleyball 
star. Plus, Exposure. 

10 Your Turn Readers give us their 
thoughts via letters, e-mails and a poll. 

12 Buzzer Beaters Be sure to visit the 
Palestra, a college hoops landmark. 


INSIDER 

33 MI NBA 

36 Mi NFL 

44 @ NHL 

46 Mi NASCAR 

48 @ COLLEGE FOOTBALL 
50 Mi BASEBALL 

55 Mi FANTASY 


+ 
56 DAVE KINDRED 


Look who's dancing into living rooms. 


Online at J OTT GING 


To subscribe to the Sporting News call 800-777-6785. 


Listen to Sporting News Radio online at radio.sportingnews.com 
or on XM Satellite Channel 143. 
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THEY'LL BE THERE FOR THEIR COUNTRIES. 
WILL YOU BE THERE FOR YOURS? 


The World Baseball Classic” This March, 16 international teams and over 400 BASEBALL SPOKEN HERE” 
superstars will play for the pride of their countries and the championship. _ worldbasebaliclassic.com 
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Ie, 


Oh, baby, 
these are 
good times 
in Durham. 
Then again, 
it isn’t even 
February 
yet. 


GERRY BROOME / AP 


Rush-hour cruelty 


Losing the Rose Bowl and falling short of 
a “Three-Pete” was bad enough, but now 
Southern California fans might have it 
rubbed in their noses that the Trojans— 
technically—didn’t even “Two-Pete.” A group 
of college football fans has created 
onepeat.com to collect donations for a 


BCS national championship in 2003. Onepeat.com estimates the cost of the billboard at 


Rothliss ... Roethlisbur ... Steelers QB playing like All-Pro 


4, - 1/27/06 


WIN MORE THAN DNE® 


The truth—or, at least, this artistically 
rendered version of it—sure does hurt. 
billboard, to be placed near the USC campus, that would remind folks that LSU won the official 


$10,000; one of the site’s creators says about $3,000 already has been raised. —Shawn Reid 


Mannings ‘excited’ about parents’ Super Bow! party 
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a2» Nght? 


After struggling Clemson gave Duke 40 minutes’ worth 
of trouble last weekend, it might seem ambitious to wonder 
whether the top-ranked Blue Devils can make it to the ACC 
Tournament—and beyond—undefeated. 

However, they began this week at 16-0, so they meet the first 
qualification. 

No team since UNLV in 1991 entered the NCAA Tournament 
with a perfect record. It was rare enough two years ago when 
Saint Joseph’s made it unscathed through the regular season. 
The Hawks’ first loss came in the Atlantic 10 Tournament. 

The ACC schedule is not unkind to the Blue Devils. They 
avoid a potential trap at Miami and don’t have to visit what may 
be the league’s second-best team, N.C. State. Duke’s biggest 
hurdles left to clear: 

January 26 at Virginia Tech. The Hokies missed a chance to 
take down the Devils in early December when Duke guard Sean 
Dockery heaved in a 40-footer as the buzzer sounded. Virginia 
Tech showed teams that isolating Devils defenders and driving 
the ball at them might be a winning formula; Clemson did a lot 
of that in staying much closer than expected. 

Feisty Tech coach Seth Greenberg has embraced the 
challenge presented by Duke. He was ejected from last season’s 
game at Cameron during a physical battle between the teams. 
Tech upset the Devils last February in their first trip to 
Blacksburg. 

February 7 at North Carolina. The young Tar Heels have fallen 
twice at home, but the rivalry’s electricity could carry them. 

March 1 at Florida State. Hey, nobody thought Ohio State 
might spoil Illinois’ perfect record last season. The Seminoles 
aren't polished, but they are athletic and tough. —Mike DeCourcy 


Ante up, class 


Forget about applying for that second job, groveling 
for grant money or studying up for a shot ata 
scholarship. You can get a semester's worth of tuition 
paid for by winning at poker—for free. Students in good 
standing at their colleges and universities can register 
at absolutepoker.com/college to compete for a spot in 
a Satellite tournament that will begin May 22. First prize 
is tuition reimbursement; second prize is a laptop. 

Playing poker to further your education? It doesn’t 
get any better than that. —Iricia Gamer 


WWW.ONEPEAT.COM 


Belichick blames loss on Brady, will 
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His latest The old man ain’t 
comeback may what he used to 


be—but you’ve got 


not be such a super idea to admire his love of 


the game, don’t you? 


Mario Lemieux is practicing for yet another 
comeback. No date has been set for his return to 
the NHL, something he already has done 
triumphantly from Hodgkin’s disease, back 


surgery and retirement. Now, it’s his comeback 
from a heart ailment—a return before the end of 
January is a distinct possibility—that causes his 
and our pulses to race. We root for him. We want 
him out there making magic, shift after shift, 
overcoming more unbelievable odds and leaving 
us in awe. 

Still, why attempt this at all? According to 
Lemieux, this is not a life-threatening condition— 
but it’s difficult to see what there is to gain for the 
40-year-old player/owner. Lemieux has 22 points 
in 26 games this season but usually has been a 
shadow of what he used to be, and he’s playing 
ona terrible team. Even without playing, he could 
have a positive influence on the team and rookie 
Sidney Crosby. Lemieux doesn’t need to return. 
Not this time. —Kara Yorio 


GENE J. PUSKAR / AP 


story must 
never get old 


Are you ready for 
some more football? 
NBC hopes so. The 
network, which already 
will be adding NFL games 
to its schedule next 
re tia =< ; : : season, has ordered a 

n stores this P ilot based on the book 
week: EA Sports’ MVP 06 eee — re : Favorite ad movie Friday Night 
NCAA Baseball ($29.99) — 24 Age 31 Lights. The show will 
the first college baseball = = : = follow the ups and 
game ever made—a PS2 6-5, 241—but looks Size 6-2, 212—but looks downs of Permian High 
and Xbox release. way bigger so skinny! School's football team 

: =a Oe but, unlike the book and 


Roethlisberger 
vs. Jake 
= Plummer 


Big Ben Nickname Jake the Snake 


| GENE J. PUSKAR / AP 
JACK DEMPSEY / AP 


Wears it poorly Facial hair Wears it hideously movie, be set in the 


: ; — present. Friday Night 
Massive Arm strength Wee Lights likely will debut in 


the fall. —T7G. 


25-4 Career record as starter You don’t want to know 


‘Conflict-of-interest concerns about writers voting for 
the baseball Hall of Fame are overblown.’ —Ken Rosenthal's Insider (page 50) 


give Flutie ‘long look’ at QB in ’06 Dublin, Ohio, meteorologist predicts ‘gorgeous’ Sunday in Seattle >> Cowher questionable for AFC title game with strained salivary gland 
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Flyers at Penguins (2 p.m., NBC). 
Have you watched Pens rookie Sidney 
Crosby play yet? Well, have you? A 
guy named Lemieux also might 
sweater up against Simon Gagne and 
one of the best teams in the league. 
You don’t have to be an NFL draft 
lover to go back-to-back with the 
East-West Shrine Game and the 
Hula Bowl (4 p.m. and 7 p.m., 
ESPN2), But you do have to have an 
embarrassment of time on your 
hands. 


<p 


ALBERT DICKSON / TS! 


Packers fans, delight: Starting at 
1 p.m., ESPN will air 90 minutes of 
highlights from Green Bay’s 
Super Bowl 1, 2 and 31 
victories. Has Brett Favre really 


i } Pa 


Wade and friend 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 
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BOB HILLE’S 
STARTING 


The NFL 

playoffs. One 

contest is 
offering “Super Bowl 
tickets for life” as a 
prize, which is pretty 
cool. Unless you're 
Mike Tice, and then 
it's just rubbing it in. 


Daytona 500 

testing. They 

call it 
“Preseason Thunder” 
in Florida, which 


been around that long? 

@ Suns at Heat (8 p.m., TNT). You 
know Phoenix, the top-scoring team 
in the NBA, will try to run Shaq into 


really is confusing 

for those of us who 
think they're talking 
about the Yankees’ 


AFC title game: Steelers 
at Broncos (3 p.m., CBS). 
No Colts? No Patriots? Hey, 
there are no free passes in 
the NFL playoffs—and 
nothing will come easily in 
this maul-ball classic. Figure 
the first team to inflict 10 
injuries wins. 

NFC title game: Panthers 
at Seahawks (6:30 p.m., 
FOX). Better belly up, 
Seattle—finesse won't cut it 
against these guys. Oh, and 
you might want to try 
covering Steve Smith. 


In the February 3 issue 


You ready to give the women’s game a 
chance? It doesn’t get any more worth your 
while than No. 1 Tennessee at No. 2 Duke 
(7:30 p.m., ESPN2). 


TUE 


Anything to Wir: Arnold 
Schwarzenegger (9 p.m., 
GSN). You ought to catch this 
documentary-style biography 
show—and why not start with 
the Terminator? Revel in his 
“ heyday pecs if not his 
& politics. 


Learning Cantonese. We'll go way out on a limb right now 
(because we're crazy like that) and predict that Troy Aikman and 
the late Reggie White will be voted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame 
on February 4, the day before Super Bow! 40. But how will it 
happen? Moreover, how will the Hall fate of someone who isn't a 
lock—say, Warren Moon—be decided? We'll explain the voting process 
and examine the pros and cons of the system. 

@ Speaking of the big 4-0, our Super Bowl preview package will 
help you nail down that winning pick. 

I What are the latest offseason workout trends among baseball 
players? We'll tell you how some of the best and brightest are staying 
in shape for the long haul—and it is a Jong haul. 
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submission. And let's hope that 
happens—the more Dwyane Wade 
dictates the pace for Miami, the 
better the show. 


FRI 


Any football fan on this 
earth can delight in two 


and a half blessed hours of 


highlights from the 


49ers’ five Super Bowl 
wins (1 p.m., ESPN). Say, 
does Frisco have a shot this 


year? —Steve Greenberg 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


organizational 
meetings in Tampa. 


Marcus 

Vick. Ladies 

and 
gentlemen, | give 
you the man who 
single-handedly 
brings new meaning 
to the term 
Hokie Pokey. 


The NHL on 

NBC. Great 

synergy, I'm 
telling you. The Law 
& Order episode 
next week is a 
“murder or suicide?” 
mystery ripped from 
the headlines: 
Who killed Bob 
Goodenow’s career? 


College 

all-star 

games. 
There are too many, 
if you ask me. Proof? 
| turned on the TV, 
and the California 
Diet Pepsi machines 
were playing the 
Florida Diet Pepsi 
machines. 


I'm back... 
and by the 
way, you look 
amazing 


Do you know what is amazing? Not much. At 
least, that’s the way it should be. The very 
word amazing should describe something 
spectacular and awe-inspiring. Instead, it has 
lost all of its juice because everyone from 
actors to food critics has put that word in 
sentences in which it just does not belong. 

Amazing should not be used to describe the 
salad bar at Sizzler or turtle cheesecake. 
Amazing is for technicolor dreamcoats, not the 
new Mitsubishi Galant. The word 
should be saved for something truly 
incredible or inexplicable—like Pauly 
Shore’s career. Walking on the moon? 
Amazing. Geena Davis’ dress for the 
People’s Choice Awards? Not amazing. 

Unless the dress is on Angelina Jolie, it 
cannot be amazing, no matter what Joan 
and Melissa Rivers try to tell us. 

How about the job John Fox has done 
in Carolina? That he never is mentioned 
in the Coach of the Year conversations is 
amaz—hard to believe. He can game-plan 
(ask the Bears and Eli Manning), and he 
can motivate. Owner Jerry Richardson 
obviously knew what he was doing when 
he picked him from Jim Fassel’s 
staff with the Giants. 

Amazing was the way the 
White Sox dominated the 
postseason and won the World 
Series. Their starting pitching was 
amazing. The run they went on 
from Game 2 through the 
clinching Game 5 of the ALCS was 
something fans in my generation 
never had seen in the playoffs. Not one relief 
pitcher made an appearance in those games. It 
made me feel like I was watching the Yankees’ 
rotation in the 1950s or the Orioles’ in 1969. It 


Walking on the 
moon? Amazing. 
Geena Davis’ dress 
for the People’s 
Choice Awards? 
Not amazing. 


a. 
> FOX Sports’ lead play-by-play announcer for the NFL and MLB > Frequent guest on Sporting News Radio 


Bowl performance was ... 
what’s the word ... pretty gosh-darn OK. 


was a throwback Series, all right. Way back to a 
time when the word amazing meant something. 

Amazing is the way the Mets have spent 
money this offseason to try to get better than 
the Yankees. I believe they have. They now 
have a lights-out closer (Billy Wagner) 
and a slugging first baseman (Carlos 
Delgado). Even if they stop right now, 
they are the team to beat in the N.L. 
East. 

Amazing was the way in which the 
Rose Bow! lived up to the hype. 
These megaevents often become a 
never-ending flow of propaganda that 
makes us eager to watch the game—or 
to throw up. This one came through, 
so much so that the television ratings 
for the game were like they used to be 
when The Cosby Show ruled TV and I 
wore Zubaz pants. 
lam not trying to scare you off the 

word. I am just saying be 

judicious. I cringed when I saw 

Reese Witherspoon on Oprah 

describing her experience acting 

alongside Joaquin Phoenix as 

“amazing.” That set me off. The 

only acting I have seen in the past 

year worthy of that description 

was the work done by the 

penguins in that documentary. 
They really captured what it must be like to be 
a penguin without forcing it. 

Walk the Line was awesome, though. Gosh, | 
love that word. 


LISA O'CONNOR / ZUMA PRESS 
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MORE 
INNOVATIONS 
THAN ONE AD 

CAN HOLD. 


We put a lockable trunk in 


the bed of our truck. A deep, 
cavernous trunk— with room 
for three golf bags, a huge 
toolbox or an extra-large 
cooler. And the 300-pound- 
capacity tailgate swings 
not only down, but also to 
the side for easier trunk 
access. Making it a truck 


loaded with possibilities. 
THE RIDGELINE 


2005 American Honda Motor Co., tac. 
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Sports talk with Gabrielle Reece 


STEPHEN SHUGERMAN / GETTY IMAGES 


Model, actress, former volleyball star 


TSN: Cloud 9—about a bunch of strippers 
who form a volleyball team—went straight to 
DVD earlier this month. Do you worry that you 
and your castmates will be shunned by the 
Academy? 

REECE: The funniest thing about it is the 
producer, Albert S. Ruddy, is the same guy 
who'd just done Million Dollar Baby. 

TSN: But wasn't it nice to do a movie 
that's wholeheartedly about fun, even if some 
will scoff at the story line? 

REECE: For me it was a no-brainer on that 
side. It's supposed to be fun, not dramatic or 
serious or making some giant statement. 

TSN: Did you have to dumb-down your 
volleyball playing alongside all those 
actresses posing as athletes? 

REECE: Hey, | give those girls a lot of 
credit. They came in and trained. 


TSN: It's the heart of the football playoffs. Are you excited about it? 

REECE: Yeah, | really like football. | like the Dolphins; | think Nick Saban did a great job 
this season. | love all sports, which is interesting because my husband (surfing legend Laird 
Hamilton) isn’t that interested in traditional stick-and-ball sports. | watch SportsCenter and 
Best Damn. Oh, and | can whistle like a man, which is good at games. 

TSN: You do a blog on fitness for Yahoo! Got any advice for people who want to improve 


their bodies after the holidays? 


REECE: My whole thing is consistency. Everyone thinks there's thunder in a bottle, but it 
doesn’t exist. | call it making your bed—you've got to be dedicated to it. 
TSN: We're both 6-3, but I've got a good hundred pounds on you. How long would it take 


you to kick my butt? 


REECE: | wouldn't do that. You've got a real job. —Steve Greenberg 


toh, 


NOW THAT'S 
JUST UNFAIR 


Somehow, the Jazz’s 
Devin Brown was 
supposed to be able 

to concentrate on this 
free throw despite the 
antics of the lovely and 
vivacious Rockets 
mascot, Clutch. 
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WHY WOULD HONDA BUILD 
A TRUCK JUST LIKE EVERY OTHER TRUCK? 
WE WOULDN'T. 


Why build what's already been built? The Ridgeline was 


designed to reinvent the midsize truck category, not fall in line with it. It has the 
horsepower, payload and towing capacity you expect from a truck, combined 
with a host of functional Honda innovations. A lockable In-Bed Trunk’ A dual- 
action tailgate. A steel-reinforced, dent- and scratch-resistant composite bed. An 
integrated closed-box frame and a 4-wheel independent suspension that work 
together to deliver superb handling on- and off-road. And those are just a few of 


the merits of a truck designed out of imagination. Instead of out of habit. 


THE NEW RIDGELINE 


ee, “honda.com 1-800-33-Honda 


You rant, we listen. Send e-mails to 


XI 


ourturn@sportingnews.com. 


| swear Carl Pohlad tries to kill the Twins 
every year so he can get them contracted 
(TSN , January 20). —Donfang Hong via SportingNews.com 


@ On what planet is 
Michelle Wie a 
power player (TSN, 
January 13)? 
Granted, she’s the 
sports media’s 
flavor of the month, 
but she has 
accomplished 
nothing, done 
nothing, won 
nothing. Maybe one 
day she will grow 
into the athlete your 
magazine obviously 
wants her to be, but 
right now she 
couldn't carry 
Annika’s golf bag 
(or Paula Creamers, for that 
matter). —David Housewright, 
St. Paul, Minn. 


@ |’m sorry, but power is so 
overrated. Usually it’s a figment of 
someone’s 

imagination. Also, if 

Shaq had half a brain, 

the powers he would 


POLLING PLACE 


If you could offer 
one piece of advice 
to Brett Favre, 
which would it be? 


SPORTING NEWS STAFF 


Fine, so Wie isn’t a world beater (yet)— 
there’s still a lot of power in that swing. 


ask for would be the ability to 
make free throws and the 
discipline to work out in the 
offseason. If he had those, he'd 


| still be in L.A. winning 


championships with his li'l buddy 
Kobe. —Peter Junker, Honolulu 


@ By tourney time, Gonzaga’s 
defense is not 


going to be good enough to beat 
a solid team (TSN, January 20), 


| Their offense will grow fat from 


feasting on inferior talent. — 


| Dancm2000 via 


SportingNews.com 


@ It is no surprise Tony Stewart 


| would skip testing his Cup car for 
| a sprint car race (TSN, January 


JEFF CHIU / AP 


20). It wasn’t too long ago he 
referred to stock cars as taxi 
cabs and sprint cars as real race 
cars. How about the money, 
Tony? Do you like that better, 
too? | doubt it. —rdriver via 
SportingNews.com 


@ | found Paul Attner’s article 
about the looming QB crisis (TSN, 
December 30) to be one of the 


| most interesting, readable and 


conversation-provoking analysis 
pieces in quite some time. You 
wouldn’t believe the looks on my 
pals’ faces when | pipe in with 
some tasty morsels from that 
article. —Laure! Bowman, 
Ipswich, Mass. 


| Milt's a shame such a good 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


season by the Bengals had to 
come to an end because of a 
cheap shot. The Steelers wouldn't 
have won that game with Carson 
Palmer in it. 

—Joe LaSorella, Fort Mitchell, Ky. 
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From the blogs on sportingnews.com 


RE: NO ON JOHNSON IN ’06 
Posted by churchofthegreatoval 
The Church of the Great Oval, 
based on astrological charts, predicts 
the 2006 Chase will come down to 
Tony Stewart and Jeff Gordon. Jimmie 
Johnson again has some conflicting 
aspects in his chart. Don’t look for 
Jimmie to take the title for a couple 
more years, if at all. He will be in the 
top five, but—sorry, you 48 fans—he 
has some astro life lessons to learn. 


RE: ESPN 
Posted by JC Murphy 4 

The same people that overhype 
guys like Terrell Owens and Ron 
Artest are also the first to rush to 
judgment when the monsters 
they've created finally get minds of 
their own. Whatever happened to 
objective reporting? 


RE: NFL FRONT OFFICES 
Posted by Buccaneerfan16 

| used to believe the ideal NFL 
structure was a head coach and an 
independently hired G.M. who 
mutually respected each other and 
could talk through disagreements. 
If Jon Gruden and Rich McKay had 
been willing to settle their 
disagreements, they would have 
been the best coach-G.M. combo 
in NFL history. But que sera. 

Now, though, | look at someone 
like Nick Saban, who runs the 
Dolphins with an iron fist, and | 
believe the consistency of the 
message you get with a czar can be 
a major benefit. The right guy can 
be a successful czar. The wrong guy 
in that role (Butch Davis) can set a 
franchise back five years. It's about 
the man as much as the structure. 


| 


Just follow your 
heart—it's 
your call 


One more year! 


Ride off into the 
sunset, big guy 
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RADIOXSTAR 


Real talk from a fan on Sporting News Radio 


“Three reasons why Ron Artest should 
be asked to participate on the USA men’s 
basketball team: One, he lost his temper 
like any other American has done at least 
once. Two, he already paid his dues. Three, 
he does what almost no other NBA player 
does—work his butt off every single play.” 
—Neil in Greenville, S.C., on The Arnie 
Spanier Show 
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Things 
all sports fans 
must do before they die 


You haven't experienced college hoops until 
you've basked in a Big 5 game at Philly's old, sweaty 


and beautiful PALESTRA By Michael Bradley 


always get to the Palestra 

early, and not just because 

parking outside the 

venerable gym is scarcer 

than 21st century fan 
amenities inside. Let others 
arrive at tipoff. | want every 
available second | can get in the 
place. The Palestra has been the 
site of scores of memorable 
games since opening in 1927, 
and the collective cosmic weight 
of the epic battles and hysterical 
crowds can be felt even when 
the gym is empty. 

The University of 
Pennsylvania's home court, the 
Palestra sits on Penn’s campus 
in the middle of Philly's 
University City section, 
surrounded by bastions of 
academia and science. It is the 
fifth-oldest Division | arena in the 
nation and has hosted 50 NCAA 
men’s tournament games. But 
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Championship banners are overrated. For Philly hoopheads, 
the banners of the Big 5 hold just as much mystique. 


It’s Penn’s home court, 
but the Palestra is 
a main stage for all 
of Philadelphia’s 
college teams. 


most important is its status as 
headquarters to the Big 5: the 
City Series competition among 
La Salle, Penn, Saint Joseph’s, 
Temple and Villanova that 
celebrates its 50th anniversary 
this year, You can have your 
20,000-seat palaces and 

luxury box-filled arenas. If you 
want pure, sweaty college 
basketball, you want the Palestra 
when it’s filled evenly with fans 
from both teams. Until you’ve 
seen a game like that, where 
every play brings equal doses of 
joy and misery, you haven't 
really experienced the sport. 

A trip to the Palestra is a step 
into a bygone era. The place is 
cramped and uncomfortable. 
The acoustics stink. 
Conversations are hijacked by a 
cacophony of cheers and 
bleating pep bands, bounced off 
the walls and returned in forms 


‘PPALESTRA FE 
BOX OFFICE 
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Every nook and cranny of the 
Palestra has a story, including a 
corridor (below) through which 
fans have been known to try to 
sneak into the arena. 


Top three Big 5 rivalries 


1 Saint Joseph’s-Villanova. Other rivalries run hot 
2. and cold according to the teams’ positions in the 
national hierarchy, but the “Holy War” and its 
old-fashioned animosity between fans has persisted 
through the decades. 


that would baffle veteran U.N. 
interpreters. The Palestra’s 
capacity is 8,722, and 

you're likely to wind up ona 
back-breaking bleacher—only 
274 seats have backs. 

Just about every Philadelphia 
college hoops fan has a Palestra 
memory. Some recall buying a 
ticket and helping a buddy sneak 
in one of the side doors. Others 
remember throwing a streamer 
onto the court (a practice since 
banned by the NCAA) to 
celebrate the first basket of a 
City Series game. Still more have 
a favorite rollout banner (often 
R-rated) disparaging an 
opponent. 

My first Palestra experience 
came in December 1972, when I 
sat behind a basket in about the 
10th row and saw Penn forward 
Ron Haigler hit a baseline jumper 
at the buzzer to give Penn a 54-53 


Photos by Steve Boyle for TSN 


win over Saint Joseph's. Since 
then, I have been to dozens of 
games, both as a fan and 
member of the media. Each time 
lam awed by the old brick 
palace, with its vaulted ceiling 
reinforced by steel girders, 
cathedral-style windows and 
giant radiators that heat the 
place to junglelike temperatures. 


STUFF TO KNOW BEFORE YOU GO 


Saint Joseph’s-Temple. This one has been 
saheating up for years, but last season's “goon” 
incident has made it a scorcher. 
“}Temple-Villanova. The tough city team vs. the 
eD kids from the suburbs. Enough said. 


My son played a grade school 
JV game there last year in front of 
about 50 people, and the arena 
was just as magical to me as it 
was December 31 when Temple 
and Villanova played before a 
packed house. Temple was the 
home team, but Villanova fans 
were boisterous and thrilled to 
see their team win, 75-53. It 


@ Get there early. There is precious little parking around the Palestra, 
and the small city streets become gridlocked as tipoff approaches. 

@ Eat before the game. The hot dogs and pretzels aren't bad at the 
concession stands, but that’s about all there is. Try the White Dog Cafe for 
a refined meal and the New Deck Tavern for a few cold ones. Penn's nearby 


food court offers a little of everything. 


@ Prepare to be jostled. They really cram ‘em in for big games, and 
the fire marshal doesn’t seem to care. You'll get to know your neighbor 


quite well. 


w Get ready for anything. |t could be an overtime thriller or a 
remarkable comeback. There was even a bomb scare once. 


wasn't a pretty game—emotional 
Big 5 contests rarely are—but 
there was enough energy to 
power a city block. Every 
referee’s decision brought 
catcalls. Every basket triggered 
raucous cheers. 

In the 1980s, when Big 5 
matchups moved to campus 
sites, the Palestra became more 
mythical because those other 
buildings couldn’t measure up. In 
2002, the city’s coaches and 
athletic directors realized their 
predecessors’ mistake and 
arranged for a December 
tripleheader feast that included 
nearby Drexel. That event 
restored the glory days of the 
Big 5, brought more City Series 
games to the Palestra and gave 
us all more reasons to visit. 

Nothing had changed. It was 
still loud and uncomfortable. 

It was perfect. TSN 
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Easier said than done. Both teams face opponents that look as 
comfortable on the road as Bruce Springsteen and the E Street 
Band. 

The Broncos face the Steelers, whose convincing yet nail-biting 
victory over the Colts made them the first No. 6 seed to win in the 
divisional round of the playoffs. Pittsburgh now has defeated the 
Colts and the AFC North champion Bengals on the road in 
successive weeks. This might be the most appealing matchup the 
Broncos could have hoped for, and they just got done dethroning 
the Patriots. But can winning at Mile High be any harder for the 
Steelers than winning at both Cincinnati and Indy? 

Seattle, meanwhile, did to Washington what top seeds are 
supposed to do to lowly sixth seeds. The Seahawks won without 
league MVP Shaun Alexander, but that was against a team with no 
offense. The Panthers come to town fresh off an upset of the Bears 
in Chicago, where they scored 29 points against a team that had 
allowed only 61 points at home all season. A week earlier, Carolina 
shut out the NFC East champion Giants in New York. 

Panthers at Seahawks, Steelers at Broncos. Road warriors vs. 
home cookin’. 

Something's gotta give. 
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Sunday's schedule 


AFC championship game 


NFC championship game 


who aren’t the least 
bit afraid of playing 
on the road. 
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Bair of exotic, — 
gressive, daring 
“defenses 
By Paul Attner 


LeBeau turned up the 
heat against Manning by 
faking Polamalu up the 
middle and bringing 
linebackers Porter (here 
sacking Manning) and 
Farrior off the wing. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


or sure, it is an unanticipated matchup, this AFC championship game 
between the Broncos and Steelers. Gone are the Colts, the NFL's best, 
and the Patriots, a third straight title unobtainable. Instead of a 
cerebral clash between the league’s finest quarterbacks, this 
conference final becomes a vastly different affair, the outcome hinging 
on the exotic and sometimes weird shenanigans of two of the most 
aggressive, daring defenses concocted on a grease board. 


We should expect as 
much of the Steelers, 
steeped so deeply in this 
bad-boy approach built on 
macho running and a 
stout defense that 
traditionally ranks among 
the NFL's most confusing 
and successful. But the 
Broncos? This is a team 
that often has produced 
hollow defensive rankings 
built more on mirrors than 
production when it has 
mattered most—in the 
playoffs. 

Yet here they both are, 
having blitzed and 
pressured and confused 
Peyton Manning and Tom 
Brady just enough in the 
divisional round to pull off 
these deliciously 
demoralizing upsets and 
give us a game that will 
hinge so much on which 
quarterback—Jake 
Plummer or Ben 
Roethlisberger—can most 
successfully sort out the 
hijinks he will face. 

Denver’s presence in 
this meeting justifies all 
that Mike Shanahan has 
done the past two seasons 
with his defense. Only two 
starters remain from the 
club that was blasted, 41-10, by the Colts two manner of angles. Just like the Steelers. Fancy 
years ago in the playoffs, and just four are left that. 
from the unit that was embarrassed, 49-24, by It is the Broncos’ defense that made just 
Indianapolis last January. It has become enough plays in a 27-13 victory Saturday night 
quicker and more athletic; yet even more to negate a superior New England team. The 
fascinating, it has evolved into a wild and Patriots picked up gobs of yards, outgaining 
crazy bunch that sends all types of Denver, 420-286. But five stunning turnovers 
combinations at quarterbacks from all kept New England from characteristically 


finishing the job. The most 
TSN expert picks: AFC title game 


CHARLES KRUPA / AP 


No team blitzed more this season than Denver, whose pressure 
forces turnovers such as Bailey’s key interception of Brady. 


notorious of the mistakes, a 
100-yard interception return 
by cornerback Champ Bailey 
on a Brady pass from the 
Denver 5, set up a 17-6 
third quarter lead. The poor 
throw came against a blitz 
that disrupted Brady just 
enough to create a rare 
instant of poor judgment. 
But what swings the 


conference championship 
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game to the Steelers, 
despite their No. 6 
seed and Denver’s 
remarkable 
undefeated 
home-field comfort, is 
that their defense, 
first in the NFL in 
2004 and fourth this 
season, is further 
along than its 
Broncos counterpart, 
more attuned to its 
various parts, more 
difficult to dissect 
because of the 
demands required to 
prepare for a 34 
scheme this 
complicated in just a 
few quickly moving 
days. If Manning can 
find the whole thing 
disconcerting— 
“Their blitzing put us 
in positions we don’t 
usually find ourselves 
in,” he said after the 
21-18 loss to 
Pittsburgh—you 
certainly have to 
wonder how much 
success Plummer will 
have. Manning at 
least had played against the 
Steelers earlier this season; 
Plummer has no such familiarity. 
“If you don’t have a lot of time 
to prepare, it can really be a 
problem with all their dogs and 
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A different foe but the same old song 


So what do we make of these Colts? 
They are such teases, dazzling us with 
gaudy numbers and immense talent, yet 
so incapable of dealing successfully with 
playoff pressure. The previous two years 
were perplexing, but at least they lost in 
New England to the dominant Patriots. 
But this one, at home against the 
sixth-seeded Steelers, this one takes it to 
a whole different level of amazement. This 
one is inexcusable. 

And the way they lost. Falling behind, 
21-3; then two quick scoring drives 
sandwiched around an instant replay 
reversal in the fourth quarter that nullified 
a Peyton Manning interception that 
would have all but clinched it for the 
Steelers; then forcing usually reliable 
Jerome Bettis to fumble at the Indy 2 
with 1:15 left when all again seemed 
over, only to have Steelers quarterback 
Ben Roethlisberger, of all folks, make a 
saving tackle at the Indy 42 on Nick 
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blitzes,” says Ravens offensive 
coordinator Jim Fassel. “They 
give you a lot of looks; it all can 
be very disruptive. It forces you 
to be very solid in your 
protections.” Of course, 


Harper's ensuing fumble return; then 
to have Mike Vanderjagt miss from 
46 yards, the first time he had failed 
in a home playoff game. 

It was all so bizarre, so 
devastating for a team with such 
glorious dreams, the hurt only 
increased knowing how much its 
coach, Tony Dungy, would have 
relished a Super Bow! win to honor 
his son James, who committed 
suicide recently. 

Now the swirl around the Colts 
and Manning will increase, his 
struggles against elite defenses in the 


postseason subject to even more debate. 


And with every loss the pressures mount, 
the tensions and questions grow. And 
who knows whether this offense will ever 
be the same, what with the possibility of 
losing Edgerrin James as a free agent. 
This much is sure: Faced with 
opposing schemes in the postseason 


Shanahan is a master when it 
comes to game-planning. It'll be a 
joy to follow the maneuverings of 
Pittsburgh defensive coordinator 
Dick LeBeau and Shanahan, two 
wonderfully talented veterans at 


Lynch’s iteration a was Jone of 


designed to disrupt his rhythm and 
irritate his receivers, neither Manning nor 
those receivers nor his coaches seemed 
capable of finding quick and successful 
solutions. The past two years, the Colts’ 
defense has given up just 20 and 21 
points in playoff losses. It hasn’t been the 
defense that has led to these 
eliminations. —PA. 


these kinds of 
athletic chess 
matches. But the 
Broncos 
acknowledge that 
their line, built 
especially for their 
stretch running 
game, is not quite as 
efficient in pass 
protection. Against 
Pittsburgh, that’s not 
a plus. 

Coach Bill Cowher 
decided his Steelers 
had no chance 
against Manning if 
they sat back and let 
him pick them apart. 
That meant going 
after him, risking the 
great possibility of 
being penalized by 
long-strike pass 
plays. Yet only once 
did Manning punish 
Pittsburgh with a 
decent downfield 
completion against 
the blitz. In return, he 
was sacked five times 
and knocked down 
and pressured as 
much. It was not until 


the fourth quarter, with the 
Steelers ahead, 21-3, that LeBeau 
pulled off the pressure. 
Immediately Manning found a 
rhythm, leading the Colts on two 
lightning scoring drives that 
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Dominic 
Rhodes’ look 
says it all for 
Indianapolis, 
whose playoff 
exit soiled a 
spectacular 
regular season. 


turned Pittsburgh’s domination 
into a possible Indy win, only to 
have the rally thwarted when 
kicker Mike Vanderjagt 
shockingly missed a 46-yard, 
game-tying field-goal attempt in 
the final seconds. 

It was all such a blur, what 
Pittsburgh did. Sometimes using a 
conventional three-man rush and 
dropping eight. Sometimes 
rushing a linebacker. Sometimes 
going with just two down linemen 
and sending five linebackers at 
Manning, overloading one side 
with three to make it impossible 
for his line to block them all. It 
turned him into a hesitant, unsure 
quarterback, a rare sight indeed. 

“It’s just us. It’s how we play 
and how we want to play,” 
Steelers safety Chris Hope says. 
“He had burned us in the first 
game, and we weren’t going to let 
it happen again. We just feel if we 
do things smartly and 
unpredictably, it’s really hard to 
stop us consistently.” 


he match with the Broncos 
gives the Steelers another 
chance at this Super Bowl 
stuff after botching it last 
year, when they enjoyed the 
AFC’s No. 1 seed yet were 
outplayed, 41-27, by the Patriots in 
the conference final. Four 
Pittsburgh turnovers were 
devastating; the Steelers never 
could get close enough to apply 
real defensive pressure. But the 
Broncos’ offense struggled much 
of last Saturday against the 
Patriots’ 34 and relied heavily on 
generous Patriots errors to set up 
scoring drives of 7, 1 and 15 yards. 
Now Denver gets another 3-4 dose. 

The wild card in all this will be 
Steelers safety Troy Polamalu, 
easily the most dominant player 
against Indy and such a fierce 
pass rusher that Manning 
obviously fretted about him on 
every snap. So LeBeau tricked 
Manning, faking Polamalu up the 
middle while instead bringing 
linebackers off the wing, notably 
James Farrior and Joey Porter, 
who combined for four sacks. 
Pittsburgh now has nine in two 
postseason games. 

For Plummer, this will be a 
continuation of a pressure 
examination that began against 
New England. Save for one 
interception, he was efficient, 
smart in his decision making and 


an impressive manager of the 
game considering the quality 
defense he faced. He was 15-of-26 
for 197 yards and one touchdown, 
a nifty 4-yarder to Rod Smith after 
being forced to roll to his right. 
Unlike Manning, he has mobility, 
an asset against blitzing. 

It is the kind of performance 
that is becoming more Jake-like as 
compared to the old, 
self-destructing Plummer. In his 
past 12 games, he has 14 
touchdowns and only five 
interceptions, and his interception 
percentage of .015 ranked second 
in the league behind Minnesota’s 
Brad Johnson. “Better 
understanding of the offense after 
three years,” says Shanahan about 
Plummer’s new image. “You 
hoped this kind of development 
would take place.” 

But Roethlisberger also is 
changing, maturing in his second 
season. “This time last year, he 
was struggling to get plays off,” 
says Steelers offensive 
coordinator Ken Whisenhunt. 


The wild card in the Steelers- 
Broncos game will be Polamalu, 
a fierce pass rusher who gave 
Manning worries on every snap. 


championship game matchup 


War Room scouts offer their unique take on Sunday's AFC playoff 
matchup. For in-depth analysis, subscribe to the Pro Football War Room at 
warroom.sportingnews.com. 


Steelers at Broncos 


When Pittsburgh has the ball: The Broncos are excellent against the 
run, so Pittsburgh must throw early. Look for the Steelers to use 
quick-hitting plays and get the ball to TEs Heath Miller and Jerame Tuman 
over the middle and in the flats and to WR Hines Ward on slant routes. After 
establishing quick-hitting plays, Pittsburgh can take advantage of Ss John 
Lynch and Nick Ferguson, who will have edged closer to the line. Denver 
needs Dis Michael Myers and Gerard Warren to force RB Jerome Bettis to 
the edges, where he’s not as strong a runner. By jumping slant routes or 
squeezing the flats on passes to the tight ends, CB Champ Bailey can 
make QB Ben Roethlisberger leery to throw. Advantage: Broncos. 

When Denver has the ball: Pittsburgh looks to blitz often, and Denver 
needs to take advantage by throwing screens and dump-offs to RBs Mike 
Anderson and Tatum Bell. By allowing Pittsburgh to rush upfield, the line 
can pick off linebackers and defensive backs. Pittsburgh’s defensive 
linemen must play smart and use their hands to neutralize the Broncos’ cut 
blocks. If they can stay on their feet, they can force Anderson and Bell to 
run more laterally. Pittsburgh’s blitzing can rattle QB Jake Plummer, who will 
get careless trying to make a big play. Advantage: Steelers. 

Key matchup: Steelers QB Ben Roethlisberger vs. Broncos 
MLB Al Wilson. Roethlisberger must use his strength, size and poise to 
withstand pressure and find his receivers over the middle. This is where 
Wilson likes to roam. On run fakes, Wilson can use his speed to wheel 
around and locate receivers running crossing patterns. Roethlisberger must 
use solid play-action fakes to freeze Wilson, then look off Wilson and find 
his target downfield. Advantage: Broncos. 

Bottom line: Denver is playing at a high level, and its defense creates 
the valuable turnovers that win playoff games. The Steelers have won on the 
road the past two weeks, but having to travel again will be too much. 

Pick: Broncos 24, Steelers 14. 


“Now he understands 
better what it takes to 
play quarterback in 
this league. He is seeing 
the field so much 
better. The game is 
slowing down. He gives 
us the chance to win 
because just running 
the ball doesn’t work. 
He is a big-time 
pressure quarterback.” 

The Steelers 
demonstrated their 
growing faith in 
Roethlisberger’s 
passing ability and 
decision making by 
allowing his throwing 
to establish the tone 
for their offense in the 
early stages against the 
Colts. He was 9-for-12 in 
the first quarter and 
12-for-19 in the first 
half; his two scoring 
passes helped the Steelers to a 
14-3 lead. 

Against the Broncos it will be 
turnovers, more than sacks, that 
will threaten him. Denver had just 
23 sacks this season, but its 
constant blitzing—no one blitzed 
more, according to a study by 
War Room scouts—led to 36 
takeaways and an NFL 
second-best plus-20 in turnovers. 
And that was before the five 
Patriots turnovers; in its 10-0 
playoff run that ended against 
Denver, New England committed 
just six. 

“There are a lot of times when 
they have all 11 guys on the line 
and you have to deal with that; 
then sometimes they pull back 
and bait you,” says Patriots coach 
Bill Belichick. “They give you a lot 
of combinations. They bring a 
multitude of players—corners, 
safeties, all their linebackers— 
and they all are fast and get there 
in a hurry.” 

Yet Brady discovered a glaring 
weakness down the middle of the 
Denver scheme. Given time, he 
was able to exploit it consistently. 
Substitute Hines Ward for Deion 
Branch (eight catches for 153 
yards) and Whisenhunt is 
drooling over his game plan. 

Still, no sixth seed has ever 
gotten this far, much less 
advanced to a Super Bowl. 
Cowher called the victory over the 
Colts “a supreme effort.” It’s likely 
to require something nearly as 
mighty to advance to Detroit. TSN 
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Delhomme, Smith and Fox 
have the Panthers’ offense gliding 
through the postseason 


By Dan Pompei Photos by Jay Drowns 


n offense that 
sputtered and 
staggered a bit through 
the NFL season is 
gliding through the NFL 
postseason. For that, 
the Panthers can thank 
John Fox’s navigating, Jake 
Delhomme’s steering and Steve 
Smith’s accelerating. 

If they didn’t have to count 
regular-season games, Delhomme 
already would be a Hall of Famer. 
With a 108.4 passer rating in six 
postseason games, Delhomme 
is the closest thing to Tom 
Brady, Bridget Moynahan 
notwithstanding. 

“If you look at his quarterback 
rating in all of his playoff games, 
it rivals anybody’s,” Panthers 
offensive coordinator Dan 
Henning says. “I’ve told the 
players that the playoffs define 
you—they define your career. 
Sometimes you get on teams that 
aren’t good enough to get there. 
When you get there, you need to 
show you can win in the playoffs. 
Jake has proven that.” 

With all due respect to Matt 
Hasselbeck, Jake Plummer and 
Ben Roethlisberger, Delhomme is 
the most dangerous quarterback 
still standing. 

“Delhomme is a veteran with 
experience who has been in 
championship games,” Vikings 
safety Darren Sharper says. “The 
only way to rattle him is to knock 
him around. If you allow him to 
sit in the pocket, he'll pick you 
apart with good reads, good 
touch. He puts the ball in the 
proper places.” 

Delhomme’s cool under 
pressure was evident in the third 
quarter of the Panthers’ 29-21 
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Delhomme (17) is is the most iusto Saartarback still standing in the playoffs, but the Panthers could be 


in trouble if the Seahawks figure out a way to neutralize Smith, upon whom Carolina is overly reliant. 


NFC title game 


divisional playoff victory over the 
Bears on Sunday. With the Bears 
down by two, Delhomme noticed 
reserve cornerback Chris 
Thompson lining up to cover 
Smith. He immediately signaled 
Smith to switch to a go route. 
Delhomme calmly hit him in 
stride for a 39-yard touchdown. 

Says Merrill Hoge, analyst for 
EAS NFL Matchup, “He’s a big-play 
quarterback. You look at his play 
in the playoffs, and he’s made 
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some amazing plays. He does 
make plays at critical times in 
order to help his team win.” 

Delhomme has played solid 
football down the stretch. Over 
his last six games, he has a 98.4 
passer rating. “The bigger the 
game, the better he plays,” 
Panthers backup Chris Weinke 
says. “It’s a tribute to him to be 
able to make big plays in games 
when we really need them. Jake’s 
an excitable guy, but in my 
opinion he becomes more 
focused in this time of year. For 
some reason, the bigger the 
game, the more comfortable he 
seems.” 

One key in the NFC 
championship game will be how 
Delhomme and the Panthers 
handle the Seahawks’ pass rush, 
which accounted for an NFL-high 
50 sacks. When the Panthers have 
been forced into predictable 
passing situations, they have not 
held up well. 

Left tackle Travelle Wharton, 
who gave up 8% sacks during the 
regular season, is vulnerable to 
speed rushers. Sixty-four percent 
of Delhomme’s sacks came in the 
Panthers’ five losses. Forty-three 
percent of Delhomme’s 
interceptions came in those losses. 

“Delhomme’s been very 
inconsistent,” Hoge says. “The 
(first) Bears game was a good 
example of what you can do to 
get him rattled. They hit him 
early. After they hit him early, 
they (the Panthers) actually did 
some good things later in the 
game and had people wide-open. 
But because he was hit so early 
and was rattled, he didn’t trust 
anything. He started seeing 
pressure. He was a wreck. When 
you hit Jake early, he does not 
play all that well.” 

One NFL head coach who 
schemed against Carolina this 
season pointed to Delhomme’s 
tendency to hold the ball low. 
Indeed, he has fumbled 37 times 
over the past three years—more 
than any quarterback except 
Drew Bledsoe. 

Perhaps the person who can 
keep defenders off Delhomme 
better than any other is the 5-9, 
185-pound Smith. He did it 
beautifully against the Bears with 
what the Panthers call “alert 
routes.” It’s basically a quick 
hitch—Delhomme doesn’t even 
drop back and Smith doesn’t even 


1/27/06 . SPORTING NEWS . 21 


NFL 


If Delhomme is Brady South, 
Fox really has become a mini-Belichick. 


run until the throw is made. The 
Panthers ran more than a dozen 
alert routes in Chicago, and the 
Bears’ pass rushers had no 
chance to get near Delhomme on 
any of the plays. 

Smith probably gained more 
than 150 of his 218 receiving 
yards on the alert routes. “It 
works because we throw it to 89,” 
Delhomme says of Smith. “He’s 
special. He makes people miss.” 

The play has been part of the 
Panthers’ offense for a while, but 
the team has become increasingly 
dependent on it late in the 
season. At this point, you’d have 
to call it the Panthers’ offensive 
signature. 

Many of the alert routes are 
checks at the line. When 
Delhomme sees the safety 
cheating toward the box and the 
corner playing off, he changes the 
play from a run to an alert route. 
When cornerbacks try to cheat 
up on Smith, 
anticipating an alert 
route, Smith often 
blows by them and 
Delhomme goes up 


because of his speed, elusiveness 
and toughness. According to 
STATS Inc., Smith had 810 yards 
after the catch. Not only did he 
lead the NFL, but he led the NFL 
by close to 200 yards. The 
next-closest player, Santana Moss 
of the Redskins, had 616 yards 
after the catch. 

“You don’t have to throw the 
ball down the field to Steve Smith 
to make a big play,” Hoge says. 
“Randy Moss, you could not 
throw a quick hitch to him and 
(expect him) to take it to the 
house. Steve Smith can. You can 
get the ball out really quick and 
he can take it 80.” 

If the Seahawks can figure out 
how to neutralize Smith, the 
Panthers will be in trouble 
because they are overly reliant on 
him. He accounted for 44.8 
percent of the Panthers’ receiving 
yards. He is as indispensable as 
any player in the NFL. 


A game of give 
and take, take, take 


f Delhomme is Brady South, 
Fox really has become a 
| mini-Belichick. Like Belichick, 

another former defensive 

coordinator for the Giants, 
Fox has developed a great knack 
for coaching around deficiencies. 
It has been evident throughout 
the playoffs, and if the upstart 
Panthers can defeat the favored 
Seahawks in the NFC 
championship game Sunday, it 
will need to be evident again. 

Certainly, on paper the Seattle 
defense does not pose the type of 
challenge the Chicago defense 
did. And the Panthers made the 
vaunted Bears, who had the 
league’s No. 1 scoring defense, 
look silly. 

Coming into the game, the 
Bears had allowed an NFL-best 
average of 4.36 yards per play; 
the Panthers averaged 6.7. The 
Bears had held quarterbacks to 
an NFL-low 61.2 passer rating; 
Delhomme had a 120.6. The Bears 
had allowed only 61 points at 
home all season, the lowest of 
any team since the NFL went to 
a 16-game schedule; the 


top. For a team that’s considered unpredictable, the Panthers hung 29 on'the big, bad 
The Panthers Panthers have had at least one constant this Bes; = 
won't apologize for season: If they have an edge in turnovers, they will The latest deficiency for the 
their dependency on —_win the game. After finishing second in the league Panthers to coach around will be 
the play. “Hey, you with 42 takeaways, the Panthers have forced six the loss of running back DeShaun 
try to get yards any turnovers in two playoff victories. Zach Bodendieck Foster, who broke his ankle 
way you Can,” Termbvee eke ae oat He will ss 
Delhomme says with . A replaced by Nick Goings, who 
a shrug. < Opponent _ differential Result came into the season as the 
Here is what is Saints (H) -2 L, 23-20 Panthers’ third stringer behind 
amazing about the Patriots (H) _ +2 W, 27-17 Stephen Davis, who also is 
play: The Panthers Dolphins (A) _ -2 L, 27-24 injured, and Foster. 
haven't practiced it Packers (H) +1 W, 32-29 Goings, interestingly enough, 
in weeks. It’s such a Cardinals (A) +2 W, 24-20 averaged 3.4 yards per carry 
simple play they Lions (A) 0 W, 21-20 against the Bears—as did Foster. 
don’t need to Vikings (H) = 0 W, 38-43 “We're going to miss DeShaun 
practice it. “To be Bucs (A) = A W.34-14 because he s a bigger, stronger 
honest with you, we ta H) a W303 ~ guy and he’s played well in : J 
don’t work on it in Sew Z — crucial games,” Henning says. The Panthers’ running game 
practice—very Bears (A) -1 L, 13-3 “But that’s what this business is probably won't look that much 
rarely,” Weinke says. __ Bills (A) 0 W, 13-9 about. You have to be able to deal different with Goings (37), who 
“Throughout the __Falcons (H) +1 W, 24-6 with the injury factor and have will replace the injured Foster. If 
course of the week, Bucs (H) =i L, 20-10 people ready to step up.” Goings comes up big in Seattle, 
we don't feel like we Saints (A) +4 W,27-10 The Carolina running game Fox will be celebrating again. 
need to waste a rep Cowboys (H) 0. & L, 24-20 probably won't look much 
on that type of play.” Falcons (A) +4 W, 44-11 different with Goings than it did his news conference. “They can 
Smith was the best Giants*( A) = +5 W, 23-0 with Foster. “Nick and DeShaun bounce it inside with power or 
receiver in the NFL Bears* (A) 0 W.29-21 are similar runners,” Delhomme bounce it outside. Stephen Davis 
this season, a 4 said in a hallway of the Panthers’ is a different runner from the 
matchup nightmare *Playoff game locker room at Soldier Field after other two. Nick is special. Trust 
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me when | tell you he’s going to 
be great.” 

Over the course of the season, 
the Panthers wisely have adapted 
to their personnel, going away 
from the power runs that have 
defined them for most of Fox’s 
four seasons in Carolina. Now, the 
Panthers use more toss plays, 
bounce plays and misdirection. 
The Panthers changed because 
Foster and Goings are different 
from Davis, who has been out 


championship game matchup 


War Room scouts offer their unique take on Sunday's NFC playoff 
matchup. For in-depth analysis, subscribe to the Pro Football War Room at 
warroom.sportingnews. com. 


Panthers at Seahawks 


When Carolina has the ball: RB DeShaun Foster is out after breaking 
his ankle against Chicago. Backup RB Nick Goings isn’t the burner Foster 
is, but Goings can find the hole and pick up tough yards. QB Jake 
Delhomme and WR Steve Smith must continue to have success on screens. 
Defending the running game will be left to Seattle’s young linebackers unit, 
led by Lofa Tatupu. It must attack Carolina's line by forcing the action. 
Goings doesn't run laterally as well as he does between the tackles, so 
Seattle needs to aggressively attack the interior and try to force him 
outside. Advantage: Panthers. 

When Seattle has the ball: RB Shaun Alexander (concussion) should 
be 100 percent, but he could be leery of taking another direct hit, so the 
Seahawks must use the pass to open up the running game. QB Matt 
Hasselbeck needs to get the ball to WR Darrell Jackson on slants and deep 
in-routes. Those plays will force the linebackers to honor the outside pass, 
which will free up the middle for TEs Jerramy Stevens and Ryan Hannam. 

DEs Julius Peppers and Mike Rucker must squeeze the pocket and force 
Hasselbeck to throw on the move. Look for Carolina to use SS Marlon McCree 
to help CB Chris Gamble cover Jackson. Advantage: Panthers. 

Key matchup: Panthers WR Steve Smith vs. Seahawks CB Marcus 
Trufant. Look for Trufant to shadow Smith all over the field. Trufant is 
bigger, but Smith is a powerful player who won't shy from the physical 
Trufant. The Panthers must have Smith attack Trufant early with slants and 
screens. Once the Panthers entice Trufant to jump these routes, Smith can 
run a “slant and go” or “out and up” to take advantage of Trufant's 
aggressiveness. Trufant must get in Smith’s face as he comes off the line 
and disrupt his routes enough to make Delhomme look to another wideout. 
Advantage: Panthers. 

Bottom line: Panthers coordinator Mike Trgovac will devise a scheme to 
harass Hasselbeck into making mistakes. Delhomme, Smith and Goings 
will provide enough firepower to write another ticket to the Super Bowl. 
Pick: Panthers 28, Seahawks 24. 


since early December. 

“As the year goes on, you learn 
more about your people, so we 
learn more about our people and 
what we can do best, not 
necessarily what we’re dealing 
with on the other side of the 
ball,” Henning says. “So we use 
more of those things we think are 
good for us and less of those 
things that aren’t. As you go 
through the year, teams get a fix if 
you stay in one area. We try to 
keep two or three plans going in 
the running game. They're all 
based on how somebody is going 
to play Steve.” 

The change in the running 
game also plays to what the 
Panthers’ line does best. “Their 
offensive line has good athletes,” 
Bears defensive coordinator Ron 
Rivera says. “I like them pulling 
and trapping.” 

The Panthers remain a team 
that is identified by the run, but 
they weren't a consistent run 


team this season. With the 
exception of their game against 
the Bears, they've run the ball 
well against soft defenses but 
struggled against stout ones. 
During the regular season, the 
Panthers averaged 3.06 yards per 
carry against teams that made 
the playoffs. 

No matter who the back is, the 
Panthers often don’t create the 
kind of running lanes they did 
against the Bears. With the 
exception of guard Mike Wahle, 
who has been the team’s best 
player up front, the Panthers are 
more of a “finesse” line. “Their 
offensive line is not a big, 
physical, mauling offensive line,” 
says Hoge. “They don’t just come 
off the ball and maul you like the 
Bears. A lot of people think they 
maul you. That’s not the case.” 

The Panthers of Fox, Delhomme 
and Smith have figured out 
sometimes it makes more sense to 
glide than maul. TSN 
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Three months and 19 starting 
lineups into the season, the 
KNICKS finally seem to have 
settled on a rotation. For now, 
anyway. By Stan McNeal 


fter the Knicks lost 12 of 

14 games in December, 

winning six of seven 

games to start 2006 

made for a stunning 
turnaround. Almost as 
surprising: New York's streak of 
using the same starting lineup 
was up to eight games at the 
beginning of the week. New 
coach Larry Brown figured to 
take his time settling on a 
playing rotation and, man, did 
he ever. In the Knicks’ first 28 
games, Brown tried 19 starting 
combinations. 

Brown has a history of 
tinkering, especially after taking 
over a new team. Couple that 
with the Knicks’ roster of 
misfits, and he has as many 
reasons to fiddle as he has had 
stops in his Hall of Fame 
coaching career. 

Of the 16 players who have 
suited up for New York, only 
four were with the team all of 
last season. Two of the other 12 
are point guards with shooting 
guard games. One of the Knicks 
missed the end of last season 
because of a heart condition. 
One missed time last month 
because of a death in his family. 
One already has claimed the 
label of biggest offseason free- 
agent bust. And another has a 
knee so useless that he packed 
up and went home. No wonder 
Brown, who usually thinks 
young players should be seen 
on the bench and not heard, 
has been playing his three 


rookies so much. TSN 
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Starts 
Stephon Marbury 35 
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Malik Rose 7 was waived in December. Richardson |g be a anon oath de: 
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David Lee 


Strictly an inside player 
during his four years at the 
University of Florida, Lee took 
over the starting spot at small 
forward in late December. 

Scout’s take: “Terrific 
complement player. You can 
put him on any team and he 
can play, though he’s going to 
play better with better players. 
Doesn't do any one thing great 
but does a little bit of 
everything. If you asked the 
Knicks’ players who they most 
like playing with, | bet their 
answer would be Lee. He ABE 
makes the right decisions.” || HITT 


Rookie roller coaster 


As the graphs show, playing time for 
the Knicks’ three rookies has varied 
wildly from game to game. But all 
three have emerged as part of the 
rotation. Given Larry Brown's record for 
not using young players (right, 
Darko?), that must mean he doesn’t 
think a lot of his veterans and/or is 
not too worried about this season. 
And, oh, yeah, that Isiah Thomas did 
something right when he added these 
three. 


Game 29: 
Solidifies his 
starting spot 
with 23-point, 


Game 8: First 
20-minute-plus 
game results in first 
double double. The 


15-rebound game 
Lakers win, though, g 


in a three-OT win 
over the Suns. 


Game 31: 
Makes an 
18-footer 
with 21 
seconds left 
for the win 
against the 
Sonics. 


Games 16-22: 
Scores points 
with coaches for 
keeping the right 
attitude during a 
seven-game stretch 
on the inactive list. 
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1% 
Brown doesn’t like playing 
rookies—but he has no choice. 


Shooting guard 


Center Starts 

Starts Nate Robinson 14 
Eddy Curry 22 Quentin Richardson 16 
Jerome James 8 Jamal Crawford 5 


Antonio Davis 5 


Robinson, at 5-9 the smallest 
Knick, joined the starting lineup 
because of Richardson's struggles. 
He’s the rare Knick who can be called 


fiery, and though that has gotten him Power forw 
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likes his style. Crawford hasn't started 


- - since November but often is the go-to — — 
Though still not in guy in the late stages of games. wen HP 
great condition, Curry has Maurice Taylor 
shown he can be a load Eddy Curry 


> to handle. He will get all 
we the minutes he can stand —e 
=) because James, signed to § 
a $29 million deal last 
summer, has been the 
bust everyone this side of | 


Davis, 37, did not want to report after 
a the Bulls sent him to New York along with 
— Curry, so making him the starter keeps 
Se | Him happy and gives the Knicks a mentor 
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Nate Robinson 


A 5-9 shooting guard? 
Goes to show that on a roster 
assembled by Thomas, 
anything is possible. Give 
Robinson props for being a 
tough short guy. He'll go after 


Channing Frye 


The best of the 
rookies, Frye was the 
only one not in the 
starting lineup for the 
winning streak, but 
he's averaging the 


Game 1: The 
only game he 
doesn’t play in— 
but at least he 
isn’t on the 
inactive list. 


Game 14: In his first start, 
is on the floor with Stephon 
Marbury and Jamal 
Crawford for a fourth quarter 
comeback win against the 


Game 19: A 4-for-19 
outing against the 
Suns—his worst 
shooting performance 
of the season. 


Game 28: 
Returns to 
the lineup 

after 


anyone, including his own 48 Quentin third-most minutes— 
teammates on two occasions. ac Richardson and points—on the 
Scout’s take: “He's always goes team. 
relied on his athleticism and 40 2-for-10 Scout’s take: 
never really learned how to against the “When | saw him early 
play, so he'll have some 35 Magic. in the year, | said, ‘Let 
problems learning under him play and he’s 
Larry.” going to put up 
_ numbers. He's tougher 
Game 23: than | thought and has 
Game 12: Makes a Two games | a more consistent 
3 at the buzzer that after jumper than what I'd 
beats the 76ers. dropping out | heard. Very good 
Thumps his chest a of the pick-and-pop guy Game 30: 
few times. starting who's going to draw Scores 30 
Hi) | lineup, g0eS | the opposing four points on 13 
ini i) | onthe outside” shots against 
I! | | ! inactive list the Wizards. 
“ii || | for the first How’s that 
(| time. for efficient? 
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By Mike DeCourcy 


The first half of the season featured big plays, big games 
and big stars—and left hoopheads with questions they 
want answered. Can Duke be stopped? Is there a way to 
defend Adam Morrison? And just where did those young 
Gators come from? There’s lots to go over during 

TSN’s College Hoops Halftime Show, so let’s skip the 
commercial break and go right to the highlight reel. 


Denham Brown’s turnaround. Gonzaga produced one of its better 
defensive efforts against Connecticut in the championship of the loaded 
Maui Invitational, but Brown's difficult spin move freed him for a 10-foot 
half-hook that gave the Huskies their most important victory to date. 

Sean Dockery’s prayer. One reason Duke has a perfect record is 
Dockery’s 42-foot heave just before the buzzer against Virginia Tech on 
December 4. Tech’s penetration bothered the Devils’ defense—perhaps 
offering a glimpse of the recipe for beating them—but they've barely 
been challenged since. 

Houston over Arizona. It seemed like the first half’s biggest upset at 
the time. The Cougars caught Arizona with starters Hassan Adams and 
Chris Rodgers benched early for being late to a meeting. Houston briefly 
charged into the top 25; Arizona fell out, and not for the last time. 

Bigger and better? The Big East’s expansion came to fruition when 
Marquette and Connecticut played the first regular-season game in this 
16-team goliath. The Golden Eagles’ upset was slightly more memorable 
than DePaul and Cincinnati reliving their Conference USA and Great 
Midwest days the next night. 


Adam Morrison, SF, Gonzaga. The nation’s leading scorer is the one 
truly unguardable offensive player. He—not his defender—decides 
whether he scores. Nobody is better at hitting shots while guarded. 
OK, so he doesn’t play much defense. Nobody’s perfect. 


P.J. Tucker, SF, Texas. Tucker has led the Longhorns’ January 
resurgence with his energy, strength and inside play. He makes up for 
his lack of 3-point range by scoring in the low post and attacking in 
transition. 


Randy Foye, G/F, Villanova. Foye’s toughness is essential to 
Villanova’s ability to survive—no, to thrive—with a four-guard look. 
Foye not only is the Wildcats’ best threat to drive and a proficient 
3-point shooter, he leads them in rebounding and frequently guards 
bigger players. 


J.J. Redick, SG, Duke. Redick was an All-American last year, yet he 
ranks with the nation’s most improved players. He has a wider variety of 
scoring moves and has become much better at attacking the goal. 


Dee Brown, PG, Illinois. Brown has had a few off nights scoring, but 
his conversion to point guard has been smooth. How can you tell? 
Surrounded by inexperienced players, Brown led the Illini in scoring and 
assists during their 15-0 start. He is a leader both on and off the court. 
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ye ae 
- Josh McRoberts and the Blue Devils so 
__ far have encountered little resistance. 
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Green has 
learned to 
share this 
season. 


Florida. The Gators’ consistency during 
the first half was astonishing. This is a 
program that regularly disappointed in the 
previous five seasons, but a young.lineup 
full of team-oriented players has changed 
the face of Florida basketball. 

Air Force. Former Denver Nuggets coach 
Jeff Bzdelik wasn’t a master of the 
Princeton offense when he took over this 
program, but he decided to leave the 
system in place because it worked so well 
the previous two years. The result: a 15-2 
start. 

Chris Quinn. In his first season outside 
Chris Thomas’ shadow, Quinn has become 
Notre Dame’s scoring and assists leader 
and helped the offense become more 
dynamic and efficient. 

North Carolina freshmen. Hey, we knew 
they were good, but no one could have 
expected the Tar Heels to deliver on such a 
consistent basis. ACC play will be more 
demanding, but this team appears to be no 
worse than a No. 7 seed. 

Brandon Rush. Did you think his biggest 
problem would be not shooting enough in 
his first season at Kansas? 


28 Adam Morrison's scoring 
md&m average at Gonzaga, the 
nation’s highest—and up 9.2 points 
from last season. 


5 Assists per game for Florida 
= point guard Taurean Green. 
And Gators small forward Corey 
Brewer is averaging 4.6. Last season, 
the top four Gators didn't average 


10 assists combined. 
The Big 12’s record 


12- against members of the 
other five big-money conferences. The 
Big 12 is rated sixth in the conference 
RPI standings, behind even the 
Missouri Valley. That could cost the 
conference NCAA Tournament bids. 


Twenty-point performances 

by forward Rudy Gay in 
Connecticut's first 15 games despite 
coach Jim Calhoun’s request that 
Gay assert himself as a scorer. 


PHIL SANDLIN / AP 


JamesOn Curry. With fewer teammates 
capable of attracting defenders, Curry has 
struggled to get open shots. His scoring 
average of 12.8 is four or five points below 
what Oklahoma State expected. 

Justin Gray at the point. This experiment 
was abandoned after Gray committed 
double-digit turnovers in two of his first 
four games. Unfortunately, Wake Forest 
doesn’t have a better alternative. 

Oklahoma. The Sooners have had a 
dreadful time finding success at the guard 
positions. Michael Neal and Terrell Everett 
are scoring in double figures but shooting 
in the vicinity of the Mendoza line. Despite 
their talents as low-post scorers, neither 
Taj Gray nor Kevin Bookout has been 
getting 10 shot attempts per game. 

Oregon. Yes, the Ducks still are young. 
But they have been regressing. 

The kick rule. It’s as dumb as it sounded 
on paper. When defensive teams are 
whistled for kicking violations, the shot 
clock is not reset unless there are fewer 
than 15 seconds on it, in which case it’s 
placed at 15. Coaches should have their 
players booting the ball like Beckham. TSN 
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Beat Washington, 
96-95, in two 
overtines December 
31. Hassan Adams 
looked like the best 
player in the country, 
scoring 32 points on 
long-range shots and 
spectacular drives. 
The Wildcats 
overcame a 13-point 
halftime deficit in 
ending Washington's 
home winning streak 
at 32. 


BAD 
WILDCATS 


Lost to Oregon, 73- 
68, January 14. The 
Wildcats lost for the 
third time in four 
games, something 
they did early in the 
season, too. Before 
Pac-10 play, coach 
Lute Olson said the 
Wildcats still had to 
be considered the 
class of the league. 
After his loss, he had 
another view: “We're 
playing like a 
mediocre baliclub’’ 
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Beat Gonzaga, 
65-63, November 23. 
In three days, the 
Huskies took down 
Arkansas, Arizona 
and the Zags and 
claimed the Maui 
Invitational title. 
Against Gonzaga, 
UConn showed 

its depth with 
double-digit scoring 
from reserves 
Rashad Anderson 
and Jeff Adrien. 


BAD 
HUSKIES 


Lost to Marquette, 
94-79, January 3. It’s 
not that UConn lost; 
it was the lack of 
resistance it put up 
as the Golden Eagles 
scored 94 points, 
including 41 from 
Steve Novak. At least 
the Huskies got 
Marcus Williams 
back from 
suspension, even if it 
didn’t help. 


Beat Kentucky, 
79-53, December 10. 
Coach Mike Davis 
finally got the best of 
the Wildcats, whose 
starters—other than 
Rajon Rondo—scored 
10 points combined 
while Hoosiers Marco 
Killingsworth and 

A.J. Ratliff tallied 44. 
Then, on January 7, 
Indiana became the 
first team to beat 
Ohio State. 


BAD 
HOOSIERS 


Lost to Indiana State, 
72-67, December 6. 
The win against 
Kentucky was vital 
because it came 
immediately after 
this loss to the 
Sycamores. The 
Hoosiers had 22 
turnovers against 
Indiana State, seven 
by Killingsworth. 


Ie 


Beat Illinois, 63-48, 
January 7. The Illini 
were feeling pretty 
good. They had won 
their first 15 games, 
and Dee Brown was 
coming off a 
34-point effort 
against Michigan 
State. But Brown 
made just two of 13 
shots against the 
Hawkeyes’ defense. 


BAD 
HAWKEYES 


Lost in overtime to 
Northern lowa, 


67-63, December 6. 


Outside of Greg 
Brunner, the 
Hawkeyes were 
helpless on the 
boards against the 
Panthers. In its next 
game, lowa lost to 
another in-state foe; 
lowa State beat the 
Hawkeyes by 12. 


Beat Kentucky, 
73-46, January 7. 
OK, so beating 
Kentucky isn’t a 
momentous feat this 
season, but burying 
Tubby Smith's crew 
is, especially for a 
Kansas team 
top-heavy with 
youngsters. 
Freshman Brandon 
Rush had a 
coming-of-age 
performance with 
24 points and 

12 rebounds. 


BAD 
JAYHAWKS 


Lost to Kansas State, 
59-59, January 14. 
How improbable was 
this loss? Well, the 
Jayhawks had beaten 
the Wildcats 31 
Straight times, and 
the game was in 
Lawrence. Rush said 
KU was guilty of 
overlooking K-State, 
but apparently not 
until the Jayhawks 
had built a 12-point 
second half lead. 
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Up and down, down and Up. That has been the trend in the 


first half of the season, and it has nothing to do with Darius Washington's dribbling a basketball or the 
typical tempo of a Washington game. It has everything to do with the yo-yo performances of several 
prominent teams, which have caused a lot of double takes while scoreboard watching. At about the time 
these teams—many of which are highly ranked and some of which are realistic Final Four contenders—looked 
good, really good, something went bad. Or, of course, vice versa. —Kyle Veltrop 


E 
re 
7) 
z 
<x 
S 
= 
2 
= 


Beat Boston College, 
77-70, December 6. 
Maurice Ager brought 
his “A” game ina 
matchup that was 
compelling at the 
time—the highlight of 
an 11-game winning 
streak, State also 
showed its mettle by 
beating Arizona the 
day after losing in 
three overtimes to 
Gonzaga in the Maui 
Invitational. 


BAD 
SPARTANS 


Lost to Hawaii, 


84-62, November 19. 


The Spartans 
scheduled this game 
as an appetizer 
before Maui. Oops. 
They got waxed, and 
to add injury to 
insult, seemingly 
everyone but Sparty 
came down with 
severe cramps. State 
also was far from 
competitive in its trip 
to Wisconsin. 


N.C. STATE. 


Beat George 
Washington, 79-58, 
December 30. So 
much for the 
Colonials’ 
high-powered 
offense, unbeaten 
record and No. 12 
national ranking. 
N.C. State showed it 
is good to be selfless 
(21 assists, five 
double-figure 
scorers), and it also 
controlled the 
boards. 


BAD 
WOLFPACK 


Lost to North 
Carolina, 82-69, 
January 7. Falling 

to the Tar Heels, 
especially in Chapel 
Hill, usually doesn’t 
require an apology— 
unless you blow a 
halftime lead, lose by 
13, get handled on 
the boards and have 
almost as many 
turnovers (18) as 
assists (19). 


Beat Memphis, 
69-58, January 2. 
PJ. Tucker, LaMarcus 
Aldridge and Daniel 
Gibson put on quite 
a road show by 
scoring 54 points 
combined on 
20-for-36 shooting. 
Meanwhile, Texas 
held Memphis’ 
dynamic duo of 
Darius Washington 
and Shawne Williams 
to 6-of-25 shooting. 


BAD 
LONGHORNS 


Lost to Tennessee, 
95-78, December 17. 
A week after giving 
up 97 to Duke, Texas’ 
defense got torched 
again, this time in 
Austin. No one 
bothered checking 
the Vols’ Chris Lofton 
or JaJuan Smith, who 
hit nine 3-pointers 
combined. 


WASHINGTON 


Beat Gonzaga, 
99-95, December 4. 
Balance beat 
brilliance as five 
Huskies scored in 
double figures, which 
overcame 43 points 
by the Zags’ Adam 
Morrison. Though 
defense often was 
nonexistent in this 
game, Washington 
did hold Gonzaga to 
1-for-15 shooting 
from 3-point range. 


BAD 
HUSKIES 


Lost to Washington 
State, 78-71, 
January 7. Except for 
Brandon Roy, the 
usually high-powered 
Huskies had trouble 
clicking on offense. 
But the Cougars 

had no such 
problem and shot 
53.6 percent from 
the field. For the 
second time in three 
games, UW lost at 
home. 


WEST VIRGINIA 


Beat Villanova, 
91-87, January 8. 
The No. 3-ranked 
Wildcats led at 
halftime by nine—at 
home—before West 
Virginia put on a 
Clinic (think first half 
against Louisville in 
the Elite Eight last 
year). The 
Mountaineers’ Kevin 
Pittsnogle, Mike 
Gansey and 
Johannes Herber 
scored 66 points 
combined and gave 
Villanova its first loss. 


BAD 
MOUNTAINEERS 


Lost to LSU, 71-68, 
November 26. This 
was the third straight 
defeat for West 
Virginia, which 
previously had lost a 
thriller to Texas and a 
clunker to Kentucky 
(that one looks really 
bad now). Even 
worse, WVU 
somehow lost this 
game despite 
committing seven 
turnovers to 

LSU's 22. 
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No. 1 seeds (Duke is a lock) and conference titles (the Big Ten race is a doozy) 
are on the line as the season springs into the second half By Mike DeCourcy 
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To get a No. 1 seed, 
Antonio Anderson and 
Memphis must 
continue to soar while 
other top teams 
stumble. 


AL BEHRMAN / AP 


30. . 1/27/06 


Do you need a No. 1 seed in the NCAA Tournament to win it? No—just ask Connecticut 
2004, Syracuse 2003, Kentucky 1998 and Arizona 1997. Does it help? Of course—just ask the 
10 teams in the past 14 years that earned championships from that position. 

These are the early contenders for No. 1 seeds this season: 

Duke. Put this one on your bracket now; all that’s left to be decided is which region. This 
will be the eighth No. 1 seed for the Blue Devils in the past nine years. 

Villanova/Connecticut. Can the Big East get two No. 1s? Leagues have done it before, 
including five of the past six seasons. The last time it happened for the Big East, though, 
was 1985. The two teams probably would have to split their season series. It would help if 
one were to win the regular-season title and the other the conference tournament—or if 
they tied for the regular-season title. 

Florida. The Gators will not have the most impressive list of victims by the time they 
make it to March, but their record should look sweet. It would help if Tennessee and 
Vanderbilt were able to separate from the rest of the league and Kentucky put on a massive 
charge—and if Florida nonetheless dominated those three. 

Big Ten champion. This team will have an excellent chance because the contenders all 
did good nonconference work. Just don’t ask which team it will be. 

Texas. A few more road wins like last week’s at lowa State would help. But the 
Longhorns need contenders outside the Big 12 to falter. 

Memphis. The only two teams this decade to earn No. 1 seeds outside the big-money 
conferences were Cincinnati in 2002 and Saint Joseph’s in 2004—and those selections were 
among the most controversial. The Tigers will have to dominate Conference USA and hope 
there’s not much dominance elsewhere. 


challenge to survive in the loaded Missouri 
Valley without Crawford. 


Which mid-major team will foul up Western Kentucky. The Anthony 
everyone's bracket but yours because Winchester-Courtney Lee backcourt would 
you're in the know? It’s not as easy as it rank with the best in the SEC, but it will not 
seems to make that call. Last be easy for Western to earn 


season, Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
looked obvious—but it came 
within a point of not earning 
an automatic bid. 

It doesn’t hurt to study up 
now, though. 

Bucknell. Within the past 
two seasons, this program 
has victories over Pittsburgh, 
Kansas, Syracuse and DePaul. 
The only problem might be 
getting seeded into 8/9 hell. 

Northern lowa. The 
Panthers have wins over 
lowa and LSU, but they don’t 
have veteran guard Erik 
Crawford (broken foot) for at 
least the next month. It'll be a 


the Sun Belt’s bid instead of 
South Alabama and Denver. 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee. New 
coach. Familiar results. Under 
former Wisconsin assistant 
Rob Jeter, the Panthers 
haven't beaten any big-name 
teams, but sweeping a road 
trip to Wyoming and Montana 
showed their toughness. 

Winthrop. Under Gregg 
Marshall, the Eagles have 
made five tournaments in 
seven years. If they make it 
six of eight, somebody will get 
a tough first-round game. This 
is Marshall's biggest and best 
team yet. 
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So many of the best players from the high school class of 2005 are playing 
almost no basketball. Louis Williams has played 26 minutes for the Philadelphia 
76ers. Monta Ellis has played 58 minutes for Golden State. C.J. Miles got shipped to 
the D-League. 

In the meantime, these guys are getting better before our eyes. 


Tyler Hansbrough, 6-9, North Carolina. The extent to which he is carrying the Tar 

Heels probably is being understated because of his youth. Carolina’s success 
relates directly to the foundation provided by his strength and tenacity inside. Roy 
Williams has artfully limited Hansbrough’s minutes in blowouts, but he has been 
above 30 in every difficult game. There'll be many more from here on; can 
Hansbrough last? 

Shawne Williams, 6-9, Memphis. Though he is perhaps the most advanced 
freshman, his offensive game has stalled because he has worked too hard to 
establish himself as a perimeter player. He’s a terrific post player who needs to make 

greater use of that skill. 
Greg Paulus, 6-1, Duke. What is most impressive, Paulus’ stamina or the trust he 
has earned from coach Mike Krzyzewski? Paulus has played fewer than 30 
minutes in only one game since November. He has shown he can create and hit 
shots. He needs to show he can defend big-time point guards, but the ACC doesn’t 
give him many chances. 


return, but that hasn’t 
quieted talk connecting 
him to the program. 

Louis Orr, Seton Hall. 
Orr’s relaxed approach 
doesn’t work at a school 
whose commitment 
compares poorly to its 
Big East competition. 

Danny Nee, Duquesne. 
Can anyone get it done 
here—without the Dukes 
dropping down from the 
Atlantic 10? They’ve had 
22 losing seasons in the past 24 years. New athletic 
director Greg Amodio faces one of the most 
challenging rebuilding jobs ever. 


Although conference expansion has polluted the 
integrity of the races, this sport’s most underrated 
entertainment is contained in the battles for 
various league titles. These will be among the 
wildest: 

Big Ten. Only one team made it through the first 
two weeks of conference play without losing. 
Preseason favorite Michigan State, stuck with the 
heaviest scheduling load, fell twice. Six teams— 
Michigan State, Indiana, Ohio State, Wisconsin and 
Illinois—are ranked in the RPI top 20 and are 
legitimate conference title contenders. 

Missouri Valley. With the league ranked fifth in 
the RPI, the frenzied competition among Southern 
Illinois, Creighton, Northern lowa, Missouri State 
and Wichita State is for more than just the best 
league tournament seeds. All those teams have 
shots at NCAA at-large bids, though history says at 


least one won't make it. 
Big East. The most compelling race might not be 

for the league championship but for spots 

in the Big East Tournament. Only 12 of 

16 teams will make it, though just 

one team is under .500. 


Ron Jirsa, Marshall. It’s 
doubtful Marshall would be Bob 
Huggins’ first choice for a coaching 


Dick Bennett, Washington State. Though he’s 
not going anywhere but into retirement 
(eventually), Bennett somehow has made the 
Cougars a factor again. 
Bruce Weber, Illinois. Since February 
2004, Weber’s Illini own a 42-5 record 
against teams from the six big-money 
conferences. Seriously. 
Herb Sendek, N.C. State. It seems 
like only yesterday that the vast 
majority of Pack fans wanted him gone. 
(Because it was yesterday). 


MARK J. TERRILL / AP 


Brandon Rush, 6-7, Kansas. 
There is no more ominous 
team than the Jayhawks. They have 

national championship talent at 
most positions, and Rush is the 
one freshman who might be gifted 
enough to approximate Carmelo 
Anthony's effect at Syracuse. But 
let’s not kid anyone. Anthony 
dominated nearly every game he 


played. Rush scored eight against 
Yale. The Jayhawks cannot afford 
for Rush to take games off. 


r 
If you think 
basketball is a 
simple game, well, 
you haven't seen 
Kentucky lately. 


Mike DeCourcy has his opinion on 
Kentucky, and, shockingly, Wildcats 
fans have theirs. See what they're 
saying, and post your own 
comments at sportingnews.com, 


1/27/06. 
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Gerry McNamara, 
G, Syracuse 

It is no coincidence 
Syracuse enjoyed some of 
its best offensive 
production as McNamara 
surged forward with two of 
his finest games this 
season. The wide range of 
McNamara’s duties (Is he a 
point guard, a scorer—or 
both?) made it difficult, at 
times, for him in 
December, but he was 
brilliant as Syracuse went 
on the road in the Big East. 
McNamara averaged 27.0 
points and 5.0 assists in 
the Orange’s wins at Notre 
Dame and Cincinnati. He 
shot 12-of-25 from 3-point 
range and committed only 
five turnovers in 76 
combined minutes. 


JOE RAYMOND / AP 


Boston College's early struggles in the ACC don’t 
necessarily indicate the inferiority of the Big East. BC 
still has star Fs Craig Smith and Jared Dudley, but this paw 
team is missing some ingredients from the team that P 
shared the Big East title last season. Its flex-based 
system worked better last year because 7-footer Nate 
Doornekamp, then the team’s starting center, could draw 
defenders from the goal with his shooting. 

Shot-blocking F/C Sean Williams is not as capable 
offensively and has not yet made himself a full-time 
player after returning from a university suspension. 

Also, coaches who know the Eagles well believe 
freshman SG Tyrese Rice, though talented, tends to 
disrupt the offense with questionable shots. “They 

never made a mistake last year,’ one Big East coach 
says. “That's the difference.” > The one disappointing 
aspect of C s’ return to Kentucky— 

aside from the Wildcats’ losing their first two games 

with him in the rotation—was the demonstration that 

he had not significantly improved as a low-post 

scorer. Mortis still does not have the ability to shoot a 
jump hook. He feels the need to turn and face the 

goal on every move he makes. That allows defenders 

to block or challenge his shots. A jump hook would 

keep Morris’ body between the defender and the ball. 
Morris is in much better shape and is an active 

defender, and he showed a nice baseline offensive 

game in the loss to Vanderbilt. But he and Kentucky's 
coaches missed an opportunity during his 14-game 
NCAA suspension. » Losing SF Jos for the 
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BIG BLOG ON CAMPUS 


Views from the student section at sportingnews.com 


From Joshua Meredith, George Washington Daily Colonial 

Is George Washington, along with Xavier, the new powerhouse 
program in the Atlantic 10? Are Saint Joseph's coach Phil 
Martelli and his minions coming back to earth? 

It seems like such a long time ago that the Hawks, powered 
by Delonte West and Jameer Nelson, were playing in the Elite 
Eight. Now, less than two years later, they are just one team in 
the middle of the A-10 pack. Saint Joseph's used to instill fear 
in the hearts of other A-10 schools, but now it’s just 
another team. Just ask UMass how much respect it will give the 
Hawks after the Minutemen’s 68-58 upset win last week. 


year because of recurring pain from his hip injury has led 
UCLA to make greater use of freshman Michael Roll, an 
excellent shooter who is not advanced as a defender. On 
top of that, the Bruins lost C Lore with a broken 
leg. UCLA has had significant injuries (costing games or 
practice time) hit at least eight of its players. This team 
once seemed capable of making a Final Four run, but 
that will be difficult without Shipp’s ability to 
generate baskets from long range and by attacking 
the goal. > Washington corrected some of its 
problems in a weekend sweep of the Pac-10's 
Southern California schools. The Huskies were 
significantly more talented a year ago, so they could 
rely on skill. This team needs to make better 
decisions with the ball and be tougher mentally. A 
big part of that is keeping G oy out of foul 
trouble. He was disqualified from two of the Huskies’ 
losses and also their narrow home win against 
Gonzaga. > Vanderbilt teammates believe G 
has only begun to show what he’s capable of 
achieving. A transfer from Virginia, Byars has had to 
play all three perimeter positions. It is working for the 
Commodores, who were 11-3 after 14 games. Byars 
has solid numbers in every statistical category but 
might be capable of topping his current 11.9-point 
average. “I'm still trying to find my place, my way out 
there,’ Byars says. “Sometimes | feel like I'm being a 
little hesitant” He's getting about eight shots per 
game but says he doesn’t think it’s time to tinker with 
the team’s successful chemistry. 


KATHY WILLENS / AP 
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The Grizzlies’ Mike Fratello stands only 5-7, 
4 


but he is towering over his coaching peers. 


IN 


MATT STEINMETZ 


Best coach stresses effort and defense 


lhree coaching giants—Larry 
Brown, Phil Jackson and Pat 
Riley—have dominated the 
headlines. But if there were any 
justice, the little guy in Memphis 
would be getting all that publicity. 

Nobody has done a better job this 
season than Grizzlies coach Mike 
Fratello, but he is toiling under the radar. 
Fratello has his team jockeying for home- 
court advantage in the first round of the 
playoffs, remarkably impressive after an 
offseason in which team president Jerry 
West jettisoned a load of talent (Jason 
Williams, James Posey, Bonzi Wells, 
Stromile Swift and Earl Watson). 

The Grizzlies are doing it the way 
Fratello’s teams always have done it: 
with defense. Memphis entered the week 
holding opponents to a league-low 
average of 86.7 points and stood fourth 
in field-goal percentage defense. 

The Grizzlies’ strength is their 

ability to keep opponents out of 

the lane, and that keeps Pau . 
Gasol and Lorenzen Wright a 
from being exposed inside. £ 

On offense, Fratello has a | ae 
defined pecking order that 
starts with Gasol. It’s a 
concept embraced in 
earnest now that 


Mike D’Antoni, Suns: A. He has the perfect 
temperament for an NBA coach. 
Flip Saunders, Pistons: A. If Saunders has a flaw as a 
coach, it’s a secret. 


Rick Carlisle, Pacers: B+. He absolutely, 
positively refuses to allow nonbasketball issues to 
affect his coaching style or his team’s play. 

Gregg Popovich, Spurs: B+. Popovich presides over 
the most functional locker room in the NBA. 

Jerry Sloan, Jazz: B+. The mystery remains unsolved: 
How does Sloan continue to get his teams to play harder 
than most others? 

Mike Dunleavy, Clippers: B. So far, Dunleavy has 
done a commendable job of distributing shots and 
minutes. 

Phil Jackson, Lakers: B. It’s not easy to coach Kobe 

Bryant, but all things considered, Jackson 
does it pretty well. 

Byron Scott, Hornets: B. 
Most had the Hornets as 
Western Conference cellar 
dwellers. Instead, they're 
thinking playoffs. 

Terry Stotts, Bucks: B. 
See? He wasn’t nearly as bad as 
he looked with Atlanta. 


ee a ees Lawrence 
ave been shown the Frank, Nets: B-. 
door. 


The team leads 
the Atlantic 
Division, which 
is right where 
it should be. 


Fratello’s critics 
call him arrogant and 
controlling, but there is 
no denying that when it comes to 
the effort meter, Memphis tilts far 
to the right. 

Despite entering the season 
with more than 600 career wins, 
Fratello seldom is mentioned 
as one of the game's elite 
coaches. But if he has a few 


more seasons such as this Call him a control 
one, the diminutive Fratello freak if you want, 
should start to get the but Fratello gets 
large helping of credit he results. 


deserves. TSN 


It’s easy to grade Saunders: He took the 
best team in the East and made it the 
best team in the league. 


Larry Brown, Knicks: C+. 

After breaking the Knicks down in 
November and December, Brown has 
begun rebuilding. 

Mike Brown, Cavaliers: C+. The Cavs 
have been somewhat stagnant after their 
9-2 start. 

Dwane Casey, Timberwolves: C+. 
Something is missing in Minnesota, and 
we're not talking about Sam Cassell or 
Latrell Sprewell. 

Avery Johnson, Mavericks: C+. 
Johnson gets docked one full grade for his 
part in lobbying to acquire center Erick 
Dampier. 

Maurice Cheeks, 76ers: C. He had a 
distinguished career as a player, but his 
coaching career? Somewhat 
indistinguishable. 

George Karl, Nuggets: C. There 
always seem to be issues just under the 
surface with Denver, and sometimes Karl 
is one of them. 


JAMES NIELSEN FOR TSN (2) 


Sam Mitchell, Raptors: C. He's doing as much 
as he can with the roster he has. 

Mike Montgomery, Warriors: C. Montgomery's 
strength as an NBA coach is yet to be determined. 

Scott Skiles, Bulls: C. Squeezing 47 wins out of 
last season's far-from-perfect team increased 
expectations this season. 

Jeff Van Gundy, 
Rockets: C. Tracy McGrady, 
Yao Ming, Bob Sura and 
Derek Anderson have been 
hurt. What's Van Gundy 
supposed to do? 

Bernie Bickerstaff, 

B ~ Bobcats: C-. Injuries have 
hurt the Bobcats, but the 
team hasn't been able to 
build on early optimism. 

Brian Hill, Magic: C-. You 
had to know Hill's walk-it-up style wasn’t going to suit 
Steve Francis. 

Eddie Jordan, Wizards: C-. Like Skiles, Jordan 
has been a victim of his team’s overachieving ways 
last season. 

Nate McMillan, Trail Blazers: C-. Any way you 
slice it, his team started the week with the worst 
record in the Western Conference. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


It seems strange that Mavericks coach Avery Johnson is 
expressing frustration with C Erick Dampier's 
inconsistency and lack of emotion. After all, Johnson was a 
teammate of Dampier during the 2003-04 season and 
witnessed Dampier's lethargy firsthand. Last week, Johnson 
replaced Dampier in the starting lineup with D 

Diop, and the Mavericks responded with a 110-77 win over 
the Nets. » The Veh hyped backcourt of B Da 

and Jason Ric n has struggled during the t team’s 
recent slide—5- 13 fis a 12-6 start. Richardson has been 
routinely outplayed during that stretch, and Davis says his 
defense has been lacking. > Jazz PF Carlos Booze 
suffered another setback last week when he felt something 
tighten in his left hamstring. The hope was that Boozer, who 
hasn't played since February 14, might be returning just 
about now. Instead, it will be a few more weeks. In other 


3 numbers are dramatically better than his career numbers. 
words, the theory that Boozer, who was criticized by Utah a > Bulls C Tyson Chandler is having an awful season—not 
owner Larry Miller late last season, will never play again for 2 good considering it comes after he signed a six-year 
the Jazz still is a valid one. > Sonics PF Viad 2 contract for more than $60 million. Chandler is consistently 
Radmanovic, who will be known forever as the guy who “= being booed at home, and at no time were the boos louder 
turned down $42 million, got his wish and was inserted into the starting than after he exited a game against the Pacers last week in which he 
lineup after Bob Hill took over for Bob Weiss. Radmanovic responded by committed five fouls in 4 minutes. Chandler is averaging 4.6 points per game, 
shooting 39.5 percent from the field in his first seven games as a starter. But the lowest of his career, and is blocking fewer shots (1.0 per game) than ever. 


How about giving Jazz center Greg 
Ostertag a little respect? Shaquille 


| reads O'Neal has a career shooting 


34. 


percentage of .539 against the Jazz, 


his lowest against any NBA team. 
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P Knicks and he’s down to 31.9 percent. > Speaking of 


Rick Adelman, Kings: 
D+. He hasn't had a 
season this bad since he 
coached the Warriors in the 
mid-1990s. 
Doc Rivers, Celtics: D. 
His best coaching job remains 
guiding a woefully thin Magic team 


Bob Hill, 
SuperSonics: Early 
returns indicate no 
discernible difference in 
the team’s play since Hill 
took over for Bob Weiss. 


to a 41-41 record in 1999-2000. Fa Pat Riley, Heat: Riley 
Mike Woodson, Hawks: D 2 will be judged by whether 
He's probably not as bad as he = the Heat is playing in 
looks with Atlanta. g June. 
o 
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Kobe Bryant isn't impressed by anyone or anything 
except, perhaps, his own magic on the basketball 
court. And as Kobe's game rises again, so does his nation. 


Stan McNeal says Kobe's fans are coming back out of the woodwork. Are you one of them? 
Let us know at sportingnews.com. 


take away his one-game 10-for-12 aberration against the 


players with inflated opinions of themselves, Cavaliers 

SG Damon Jones, mired in a seasonlong shooting slump, 

is being booed at home. That prompted Jones to make 
this request about the “fair-weather’” fans: “I'd rather not 
be applauded anymore.” > Suns PF A mire 
recently suggested he likely won't return to the court t until 
March at the earliest, well within the original time frame the 
team set for his return from microfracture surgery. Still, the 
best-case scenario most often presented for Stoudemire’s 
return was mid-February. Result: an air of disappointment 
in Phoenix. > It has been downplayed by all sides, but this 
season Heat PG Jason Williams is a different player from 
the one we were used to seeing. Williams’ shooting 


Get in the game, Carlos Boozer. 

These players may not be on the 
trading block, but inquiries are 
welcome: Boozer, Steve Francis, Paul 
Pierce, Peja Stojakovic and Ben Gordon. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


TSN: Biggest difference 
between the Grizzlies this season 
and last? 

GASOL: A lot of different 
players. And for whatever reason, 
that’s really helped. Not saying 
anything negative about the 
players who were here, but the 
players who came in fit in a very 
positive way. We lost our starting 
point guard (Damon Stoudamire, 
to season-ending knee surgery), 
and this team still has a lot of 
spirit. 

TSN: Biggest difference in Pau 
Gasol this season and last? 

GASOL: The beard (laughs). 
Obviously, the beard. And the 
level of responsibility I’m taking 
right now. Also, the support of my 
teammates. I would say that over 
anything. All my teammates 
respect me, and when I go 
through a (low) moment, they 


He's 
due—overdue. 


1 


Pau Gasol, PF, 
Grizzlies. Deserving 


but not a lock—not 
with Duncan, Garnett, 
Nowitzki and Brand ahead 
of him at forward. 


Chris Bosh, PF, 
x, Raptors. Averages of 
22.4 points and 9.3 
rebounds put him in elite 


company. 


Tony Parker, PG, 
Assis Should beat 

out another potential 
first-timer, Jason 
Richardson, because of the 
Spurs’ best-in-the-West 
record. 


WITH GRIZZLIES FORWARD 


PAU GASOL 


help me to get back up and do 
what I’m supposed to do. 

TSN: In Spain, how popular is 
the NBA compared to the 
popularity of the NFL and MLB? 

GASOL: More popular. We 
don’t really have an American 
football team. We have rugby. 
And baseball is so-so, more like 
amateur. You can’t make a living 
out of baseball in Spain. 
Basketball is our second main 
sport (soccer is first). 

TSN: What do you miss about 
Spain when you're in the U.S.? 

GASOL: Friends. Even though I 
have good friends here. My 
family. My grandparents; they're 
getting old, and I'm not there to 
see them. 

TSN: What do you miss about 
the U.S. when you're in Spain? 

GASOL: | miss competing in the 
NBA—playing against the best. I 


Players who should 
be first-time All-Stars 


Marcus Camby, C, Nuggets. Looked great 
until being waylaid by a longtime 


nemesis: injuries. —Stan McNeal 
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miss my 
teammates that I 
see almost every 
day for eight 
months. 

TSN: What 
about food? 

GASOL: (in 
Spain) I miss the 
barbecued ribs. 
And when I'm 
here I miss a lot of 
good cooking, the 


Mediterranean Gasol can run, but he can’t hide—not even with — 
diet. It’s totally 


different. that beard. 


TSN: Are you recognized more 
in Memphis or Barcelona? 

GASOL: It’s getting better here, 
or worse, depending on how you 
look at it. People are starting to 
recognize me a lot more than in 
the past. In Barcelona, it’s 
inevitable I'll get recognized and 
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people will wave and stuff like 
that. 

TSN: So have you resorted to a 
disguise here or there—a 
baseball cap and sunglasses, 
maybe? 

GASOL: No, I’m too tall. And the 
beard doesn’t help. —Don Wade 


In a five-game span at the start of the month, the 
Suns played—and lost—two three-overtime games, 
becoming only the third team in the past 50 years to 
play two such games in the same season (the 
1997-98 Suns were one of the others). Those 30 extra 
minutes have allowed some of the Suns to pad their 
scoring averages, which helps explain why they are the 
only team with seven players averaging in double 
figures and, more significant, why six of those players— 
except for Shawn Marion—are enjoying the best 
scoring seasons of their careers. 


Player Avg. Previous high (season) 


Steve Nash 20.9 17.9 (2001-02) 
Racked up 54 points—and 35 assists—total in the two marathon games. 


Leandro Barbosa 13.3 7.9 (2003-04) 
Not helped by the OT games because he was out with a left knee sprain. 


Raja Bell 13.6 12.3 (2004-05) 
Scored a career-high 30 in the three-OT loss to Denver. 


Boris Diaw 12.1 4.8 (2004-05) 
Most Improved Player candidate; also averaging career highs in 
rebounding (6.5) and assists (6.2). 
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James Jones 10.6 4.9 (2004-05) 
Matched season high of 22 points in the loss to the Nuggets. 
Eddie House 10.9 8.0 (2001-02) 


The only one of the six who hasn't started a game. 
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New coach Herman Edwards won't n 


ick Vermeil’s motivational 

motto as coach of the 

Chiefs and, before that, 

the Rams was Gotta go to 

work. The best-known 
quote of his replacement in 
Kansas City, former Jets coach 
Herman Edwards, is You play to 
win the game. 

Those simple statements have 
helped guide Vermeil’s and 
Edwards’ teams to success in 
recent years. And now Edwards, 
who played for Vermeil more than 
two decades ago in Philadelphia 
and who cost the Chiefs just a 
fourth-round pick as 
compensation, is the right man to 
succeed his mentor. 

“The foundation of what 
Herm’s all about is success,” says 
one NFC pro personnel director. 
“You get that right from meeting 
him.” 

For Edwards, playing to win 
means running the ball 
effectively, protecting it and 
working to take it away. In other 
words, keep the intensity and 
efficiency high, and keep the 
turnovers, penalties and other 
costly mistakes low. So, let’s see 
how the Chiefs fare on Edwards’ 
checklist. 

He gets the league’s most 
exciting young running back in 
Larry Johnson, who operates 
behind the league’s best run- 
blocking line. 

Johnson lost only one fumble in 
the season’s second half, despite 


stated, 
tsa 

win-win 
deal 
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Herman Edwards 


carrying a heavy load. Durable 
quarterback Trent Green, whose 


passer rating consistently is in the 


90s, threw only 10 interceptions, 
his fewest with the Chiefs. 
Under defensive coordinator 
Gunther Cunningham, who has 
been retained by Edwards, the 


Chiefs forced 31 takeaways in 2005, 


tied for seventh in the league. 
There’s more good news: No 
team was penalized fewer times 
than the Jets during Edwards’ 
five-year reign. And Edwards 
inherits the league’s top-ranked 


Analyzing the other early hires 


Brad Childress, Vikings. It's about time Andy Reid’s top protege in 


Philadelphia got his chance. Childress’ offensive acumen will translate well from 
Donovan McNabb to Daunte Culpepper. More important, he brings much-needed 


character, discipline and organizational skills to a franchise that is 


image-conscious under new ownership. 

The Pack went with someone familiar yet still gets a 
fresh face to shake up things on the sideline. McCarthy's offenses in New Orleans 
and San Francisco didn’t light it up, but he has more talent in Green Bay. McCarthy 
worked with Brett Favre as the team’s quarterbacks coach in 1999 and shouldn't 


change the overall philosophy much. That should push Favre toward returning. 
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offense, as compared with the 
injury-ravaged Jets, who finished 
31st this season. 

Despite those numbers, Kansas 
City didn’t make the playoffs, so 
there’s some work to be done. 
The defense was overaggressive 
and undisciplined at times, failed 
to tackle consistently and 
struggled to avoid big pass plays. 
Edwards’ philosophy of less flash 
and more fundamentals is a good 
remedy for those things. 

Cunningham's presence gives 
the defense continuity, and some 
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er not to give 
Not counting this season, when 
his offense was decimated by 
injuries, Herman Edwards placed an 
emphasis on ball security that paid 
off for the Jets. That philosophy will 
play well with the Chiefs, who were 
solid in that area under Dick Vermeil. 


Fewest giveaways (NFL rank) 
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young talent is in place. The team’s 
offseason shopping list must 
include a pass rusher to support 
right end Jared Allen and more 
speed in the secondary, but just as 
he did with the Jets in Jonathan 
Vilma, Edwards has a good, young 
linebacker around whom he can 
build (Derrick Johnson). 

Edwards doesn’t need to tinker 
with the offense too much, even if 
coordinator Al Saunders leaves. It 
has the kind of balance— 
conservative and explosive—his 
Jets teams couldn't find. As 
Edwards goes to work on the 
defense, expect extra emphasis 
on ball control. 

Given what Edwards has 
inherited in Kansas City, his 
winning formula won't need long 
to take effect. In the short term, 
he has a much better chance to 
take the Chiefs deep into the 
playoffs than he would have with 
the Jets. 

The Chiefs were 5-2 in their final 
seven games in 2005, and Johnson 
rushed for more than 100 yards in 
the final nine games. Just as 
important, their schedule lines up 
favorably in 2006; only six games 
are against '05 playoff teams. 

If Edwards had to go to work 
for another team, it just wouldn't 
work as well. Don’t be surprised if 
the Chiefs are playing to win the 
big game a year from now. TSN 


Broncos FS Je 

may be 34, but he isn’t 
ready to retire. Lynch says 
he loves the game more 
than ever, and he has been 
reinvigorated by his late 
career move to Denver. 
Many had concerns his 
neck would not hold up 
after the Bucs released him 
in 2004, but Lynch has had 
no problems and says his 
body feels as good as ever. 
A potential Hall of Famer, 
Lynch feels his abilities 
have not deteriorated 
either. He says he will take 
it year by year at this point. 
“They'll have to drag me 
out,” he says. 
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The Texans already know they will be switching defenses Sharper is used to taking orders from Tomlin because 


next season, going from a 3-4 to a 4-3. That means Tomlin brought Sharper into his fraternity and gave him 
A k and Jasor 1 almost certainly will his marching orders. Sharper is excited about working 
move from outside linebacker to end and the team likely with an old friend. > Some observers were surprised 
will need more linebackers. The Texans also will have a when new Chiefs coach decided to keep 
glut of defensive tackles—players who had been ends defensive coordinator Gunther C , but the 
and nose tackles in the 3-4—and could two have a lot in common. Even though Cunningham 
look to trade someone such as isn't a “Tampa 2” disciple, he is a passionate 

sr. > One of the most : coach like Edwards. They previously 
sought-after free agents is expected p. Dan Pompei’; ___ worked together in Kansas City, and 
to be OLB Julian Peterson. The > \, Edwards was interested in hiring 
49ers would like to have Peterson Cunningham to be his defensive 
back, but they likely will allow him coordinator with the Jets in 2004. 
to establish his market value And here’s the most interesting part 
before offering a deal. The key of the story: Both are sons of 
issue with Peterson is the military men who married German 
condition of his Achilles’ tendon. 3 women. » Friends of former Bills 
Peterson tore the tendon in 2004 ; general manager > Say 
but returned this season. His play was a bit he may leave football entirely. Donahoe 
off from his standards, probably because he wasn’t 100 was understandably frustrated with how his 
percent recovered from the injury. But he still was very tenure in Buffalo ended. If Donahoe gets over the 
good and was named a Pro Bowl alternate. If Peterson disappointment, he undoubtedly will have opportunities 
can make a complete return from the injury, he has the to work in the NFL. > Last offseason, the Packers lost 
potential to be the best outside linebacker in the league. two guards who had been linchpins to Brett a's 
If the 49ers lose Peterson, they likely will move i success. This offseason, they could lose a third interior 

e from inside linebacker to the outside. They are lineman. The contract of C is expiring, 
very high on Moore. > Vikings FS Darren Sharper says and the team’s plan is to let him test the market. If 
he'll have no problems taking orders from new Flanagan leaves, the team has a couple of potential 
coordinator Mike Tomlin even though the two were once replacements on the roster. could move to 
teammates at William & Mary. Sharper and Tomlin, a center from guard, or backup hite—who played 
receiver, opposed each other in practice. Actually, well in the preseason—could be promoted. 


No one can question Reggie 
Bush's talent, but to get the 
most out of his playmaking 
ability, the Texans would need 
to commit to at least a 
two-man running back 
committee. | don't see him as 
more than a 15-touch back as a 
rookie. 

Teams in need of a bargain 
defensive end—the 2006 
version of Kyle Vanden Bosch— 
should go after the Packers’ 
Aaron Kampman, whose 
smarts and work ethic make 
him capable of double-digit 
sacks. 

Some team should hire Mike 
Martz, at least as a 
coordinator. It’s ridiculous that 
the game's most brilliant 
offensive mind might not be 
running anyone's offense in 
2006. 


The current Steelers are the 
toughest road team I've ever 
seen, and all the credit goes to 


With the Chargers considering 
a long-term deal for Drew 
Brees, it makes little sense for 
them to already say they won't 
trade backup quarterback 
Philip Rivers. —V./. 


COTETE Freshly updated 

FOOTRALL through 2008, the 

RAP Complete Pro 

Footbal! Draft 

Encyclopedia covers 
every pick of every 
draft. 
Order your copy by phone at 800-825-8508 
or online at sportingnews.com/books. 
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TROY AIKMAN 
The final results are 
always the same: 
one champion, 
31 broken hearts 


The Bengals had a heck ofa season, but Jon Kitna probably could use P hug right about Nowe 


I'll say this for the college football bowl 
system: It makes a lot of people happy. About 
half the teams go to a bowl game, and half of 
those teams win. That’s a lot of teams finishing 
their seasons on a positive note. 

It’s not like that in the NFL. Twenty teams sit 
out the postseason, and of the 12 teams that 
make the playoffs, only one wins its last game. 
That's a lot of teams finishing their seasons 
with heartache. 

And that’s exactly what it is. If you’re not 


py War 
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hoisting the Lombardi Trophy while the 
confetti falls, you're in pain. The goal of every 
team is to win the Super Bowl, and if you don’t, 
you can’t be happy about your season, 

For the most part, anyway. The Bengals 
shouldn’t be too down on themselves right 
now. They hadn’t won a division title or made 
the playoffs since 1990 before doing both this 
season, so they have every right to savor the 
thrill of winning for a change. But if they lose in 
the playoffs again next year, they won't feel too 


good. In fact, the season will bea 
disappointment. 

l experienced this in Dallas. When the 
Cowboys made the playoffs in 1991, my third 
season, it ended a five-year playoff drought and 
the city was absolutely giddy. We won in the 
wild-card round before losing our next game, 
and we were the toast of the town. Those were 
fun times, even though we weren’t champions. 

That was the last year we enjoyed that 
luxury. We had raised the bar, and nobody was 
going to be satisfied—not players, not 
coaches, not fans—with anything less than a 
league championship. Fortunately, we 
delivered a few. But in the years we fell short, 

I felt awful afterward. And it always hurt worse 
the closer we got. The Colts, Patriots, Bears 
and Redskins are feeling pretty lousy right 
now, but the two losers of the conference 
championship games will feel even worse. The 
higher the climb, the harder the fall. 

And after the fall, you're at the same level as 
everybody else. The Redskins can be proud of 
their nice run, but the reality is Mark Brunell is 
sitting at home this weekend, same as 
Houston’s David Carr. 

In the NFL, it’s all about going all the way. 
Anything short of a Super Bow! win is failure. 
And if you think otherwise, well, maybe you 
got into the game for the wrong reasons. 

The Troy Aikman Show is broadcast at 5 p.m. ET 
h every Thursday through the Super Bowl on Sporting 
News Radio. Listen online at radio.sportingnews.com. 


Maryland TE Ver may be one of the best 
athletes at any position in the draft. He has blazing 
speed and will stretch the deep middle. Look for Davis 
to be picked in the top half of Round 1. ... UCLA 
RB Mautric is quick and elusive, but he has a bit 
of an east-west running style and lacks the bulk (5-8, 
205) to be an inside runner. Given the depth at running 
back, he may drop to Day 2. ... Florida WR Chad 
is a solid route runner with good speed and 
steady hands. He may be able to challenge Ohio State 
WR Sz $ as the top receiver in the draft. ... 
Minnesota RB Lau oney is a hard runner 
between the tackles, but he also has the 
speed to get outside. He plays more 
physically than his size (5-11, 210) and 
will be a first-rounder. ... Bowling Green 
QB Omar J 5 isn’t polished, but he 
has the size (6-4, 224), athletic ability 
and arm strength to develop in the 
pros. His potential may make him a 
mid-Day 1 pick. ... In addition to being a 
solid blocker in the running game, Georgia TE Leonard 
pe (6-7, 250) provides a big target in the red zone. 
He figures to go early in Round 2. 


Room scouts 


AJ. MAST FOR TSN 


Get the latest draft analysis and rankings by subscribing to 


Pro Football War Room at warroom.sportingnews.com. 


Early-entry prospects 
1. Reggie Bush, RB, USC 
2. Vince Young, QB, Texas 
3. Mario Williams, DE, N.C. State 
4. Vernon Davis, TE, Maryland 
5. Haloti Ngata, DT, Oregon 
6. Laurence Maroney, RB, Minnesota 
7. LenDale White, RB, USC 
8. Santonio Holmes, WR, Ohio State 
9. Chad Jackson, WR, Florida 
10. Brian Calhoun, RB, Wisconsin 
11. Ashton Youboty, CB, Ohio State 
12. Leonard Pope, TE, Georgia 
13. Donte Whitner, S, Ohio State 
14. Omar Jacobs, QB, Bowling Green 
15. Ernie Sims, OLB, Florida State 
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Vikings followed a tried-and-true 
path in hiring Childress 


I would imagine the general reaction of most people to the Vikings’ hiring 
Brad Childress as head coach was, “Who?” Childress was the offensive 
coordinator for an Eagles team that enjoyed a lot of success, but he worked 
quietly in the shadow of coach Andy Reid, who called the plays and 
commanded the spotlight in Philadelphia. 

Which makes Childress perfect for Minnesota. In fact, I'd say that when Zygi 
Wilf fired Mike Tice and hustled to lock up Childress before the Packers could 
nab him, he got his Andy Reid. 


et 


Childress is more of a teacher than a screamer—and he’s perfect for Minnesota. 


When the Eagles hired Reid in 1999, he was a relatively unknown 
quarterbacks coach with Green Bay. And that’s what Wilf needs right now, a 
bright coach with a clean slate. Because if there’s any franchise that demands a 
fresh start, it’s the Vikings. (Need I remind you of the Love Boat?) 

Childress shares other qualities with Reid beyond his initial anonymity. 
There’s the playbook Reid learned under Mike Holmgren in Green Bay. 
Childress, who was heavily involved in game plans and served as Reid’s eyes 
and ears from the coaches box during games, will make good use of that 
championship-proven playbook with Minnesota. 

Childress also shares Reid’s philosophy about coaching players. If you go to 
an Eagles practice, you almost never hear a coach raise his voice. The Eagles 
rarely correct players on the field; their goal is to run as many plays as possible. 
If a coach stops a play to explain what someone did wrong, it breaks the flow of 
practice. Do that enough times and players start to lose interest. 

Instead, Reid and his staff do their instruction in the film room and 
classroom. They’re teachers more than drill sergeants or motivators. They give 
players sound schemes to use and clear messages on how to improve technical 
performance. I much prefer coaches who teach rather than scream and shout or 
make fancy speeches. 

That’s not Childress’ style. He won't dazzle anybody with his fiery oratory. 
But he will give his players a fair shake. He and his staff, which already is 
shaping up nicely, will teach them what they need to know. He will put them in 
position to win. And perhaps above all, he'll be the face of a franchise that 
needs to start over. 

Childress wasn’t a flashy hire, but he was the right one. 


Brian Baldinger, an offensive lineman for 12 NFL seasons, can be heard on Sporting 
k News Radio and seen on FOX Sports. Listen online at radio.sportingnews.com. 


Observations and opinions from two NFL scouts, one from each conference 


ANN HEISENFELT / AP 


Wilson’s will to 


win has the 


Broncos a game 


away from a 
Motown date. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


SCOUTS VIEWS 


The most impressive thing about the Broncos right now is 
their resolve. They don’t necessarily light it up on offense or 
defense, but they have strong leaders on the field. And I’m not 
talking about the quarterback. I’m talking about guys like Rod 
Smith, John Lynch, lan Gold and Al Wilson. Those guys are kind of 
willing them to win right now. ... I think the Seahawks’ front four 
is playing pretty well and their rookie middle linebacker (Lofa 
Tatupu) is playing well, but their secondary is a weakness. They 
don’t have anybody who can stop Steve Smith. ... It was evident 
the Colts had too much time off and had to deal with too many 
issues. They were never able to regain that spark they had 
earlier in the season. ... The best center in the league is the 
Saints’ LeCharles Bentley—and he’s going to be a free agent. He’s 
big, strong and athletic. He can handle either a 4-3 or 344 front 
and can work along the line of scrimmage as well as out in space. 
... thought Chris Simms 
improved this season. 
His decision making was 
better and quicker, and 
when he had the time to 
step up and throw, he 
was accurate. But I don’t 
think it’s set in stone that 
he’s the Bucs’ 
quarterback. There’s 
competition every year 
because Jon Gruden is 
always going to bring ina 
multitude of guys. ... 
How the Chiefs’ offense 
changes under Herm 
Edwards will depend on 
who his coordinator is. 
They still have that line, they still have the running backs, and 
they still have the quarterback, though Trent Green is getting 
older. | think they need to address some of their wideouts to get 
some of the focus off Tony Gonzalez. ... Vince Young is bigger than 
Michael Vick, and he’s more accurate than Vick was when he 
came out of college. Young’s unorthodox style doesn’t seem to 
affect his accuracy. I think the biggest question is whether he can 
take the ball from center—you see him in shotgun all the time— 
and make five- and seven-step drops and throw it. ... It was 
smart on the Vikings’ part to hire Brad Childress quickly. He was 
mentioned in a lot of different places. And it allowed him to get 
his picks of some assistant coaches who might not have been as 
easy to get a week or two later. 
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Offseason game plans 


COLTS: Team president Bill Polian and coach Tony Dungy stress 
continuity, and that blueprint likely will be followed in the coming months. 
The first priority will be free agents—determining which ones are priorities to 
keep and which ones are affordable. The first domino to fall will be 
workhorse RB Edgerrin James. If the team decides to let him go, his 
successor likely will come in the draft. Likely returnees include WR Reggie 
Wayne and LE Raheem Brock. 
Wayne is an emerging star who 
would be the No. 1 option on 
many teams. He’s a perfect fit 
in coordinator Tom Moore’s 
diverse offense. Brock is an 
invaluable part of the line 
rotation. The team might use 
the draft to improve itself at 
guard, in particular on the left 
side, where Ryan Lilja is the 
starter. Lilja also could face 
competition in camp from 
Dylan Gandy, a fourth-round 
pick in 2005. 

PATRIOTS: The team needs 
to take a hard look at the 
offensive line. QB Tom Brady 
got hit too hard and too often in 2005, and the running game was just 
average. Injuries to C Dan Koppen and LT Matt Light exposed how thin the 
depth is in this unit. Look for New England to sign a free agent who can 
compete for a starting spot at one of the guard positions or at right tackle. 
WR David Givens, who has been playing under team-friendly contracts the 
past few seasons, likely will leave as a free agent once he receives a better 
offer. The Patriots will try to replace him with a tough veteran free agent. The 
defense also faces a pitfall if coordinator Eric Mangini leaves for a 
head coaching job. Mangini was groomed for the Patriots’ coordinator 
position, and there is no clear in-house candidate to replace him. 
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Givens (center) has been a bargain 


for the Patriots, but another team — 
probably will give him his payday. 
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TITANS TE Ben Troupe improved his 
blocking and minimized his mistakes in 
his second season, but he still 
disappeared in several games. The Titans 
say that improving the receiver position 
and making more plays downfield will give 
Troupe more room to work. ... 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


JETS DE Bryan Thomas, the team’s 
first-round pick in 2002, has become a 
solid player. He is strong against the run 
but still is not a dangerous pass rusher 
despite adding new moves. ... Even if the 
BROWNS re-sign WR Antonio Bryant, they 
should consider signing another receiver, 
such as Joe Jurevicius, 
because Braylon Edwards 
is recovering from knee 
surgery and Dennis 
Northcutt is a small 
receiver whose moves no 
longer fool defenders. ... 
CB Marlin Jackson was a 
standout as the COLTS’ 
nickel back this season 
and gained valuable 
experience that should 
help him claim the 
starting job on the left 
side in '06. He gives the 
secondary an attitude 
and physical presence. ... 
The DOLPHINS want to 
improve their speed in 
the secondary, and 

FS Lance Schulters may 
be the only holdover. 
Schulters, a free agent, is 
valuable partly because 
he makes good coverage 
calls. ... BRONCOS 

FS Nick Ferguson had 

a career-high five 
interceptions in '05 in 
part because he has 
learned he doesn't 
always have to go for the 
big hit. He also has 
benefited from the 
extensive ball drills the 
team runs during practice in an effort to 
increase its takeaways. ... The BILLS plan 
to do an exhaustive search for Mike 
Mularkey's replacement as head coach, 
but Jim Haslett is the current front-runner. 
Haslett, a former Bills linebacker, is 
interested, and he and assistant G.M. Tom 
Modrak worked together with the Steelers. 
... RAIDERS CB Fabian Washington 
progressed steadily during his rookie 
season, and he played well as a starter at 
the end of the season. Washington has 
great speed and impressive instincts and 
is a good tackler. If Charles Woodson, a 
free agent, signs with another team as 
expected, Washington will get the chance 
to become a full-time starter. ... 
STEELERS ILB James Farrior has returned 
to elite form after missing a few games 
because of an ankle injury. He led the 
team in tackles in the victory over the 
Colts and also had 21% sacks. Farrior has 
good timing and anticipation on the blitz 
and has been used more in that role 
lately. ... RAVENS LB Bart Scott played 
well as a replacement for MLB Ray Lewis 
this season, which gives the team 
flexibility if Lewis is traded. Scott has 
range and good speed, essential skills for 
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Youth movement 


Bengals CB Keiwan Ratliff deserves a chance to unseat CB Tory 
James as the starter next season. Ratliff is smooth and fluid and has 
quick feet and excellent hands. He can jam receivers at the line, 
backpedals well and shows good burst, but he needs to improve his 
technique and trust his speed. ... The silver lining of the Jets’ 4-12 
season is that a number of young players got experience. RB Cedric 
Houston, subbing for injured starter Curtis Martin, proved to bea 
powerful back worthy of a backup role, but he must address his 
fumbling problems. CB Justin Miller, who started the second half of 
the season, developed nicely as a man-to-man corner. He needs to 
improve his zone coverage and his ball skills, but the potential is 
there. Joel Dreessen proved he can be a reliable No. 2 tight end in 
limited duty. His ability as a long snapper is an added bonus. ... The 
Browns will have a close eye on OT Nat Dorsey's development in the 
offseason because he is their insurance policy if LT L.J. Shelton is 
not re-signed. Dorsey is huge (6-7, 322) and has good ability. He 
must prove he can give consistent effort and improve his 
understanding of blocking schemes, but he is athletic enough to be 
a starting left tackle. ... The Dolphins love LT Anthony Alabi’s 
athletic ability; if he progresses well in the offseason, the team won't 
have to use a high draft pick on a left tackle or spend a lot on one in 
the free-agent market. Alabi (6-5, 315) has the height, wingspan and 
frame necessary to be effective, and he’s also exceptionally bright. 
... Chiefs WR Craphonso Thorpe could figure into the team’s plans 
once he is fully recovered from the broken leg he suffered at Florida 
State during the 2003 season. He favored the leg in training camp in 
’05 but made great progress and appeared to regain his 
considerable speed. If he improves his route running and receiving 
skills, Thorpe could become a valuable part of the rotation. ... 
Patriots CB Ellis Hobbs needs to learn when to gamble and when to 
play it straight. If he masters those concepts, Hobbs can become a 
good corner; if he doesn't, he'll never be more than a nickel back. 
He has excellent speed, quickness and jumping ability and isn’t 
afraid to hit, despite his size (5-9, 190). 


more of a factor when the team passes 
next season. Johnson has the tools to 
be an effective pass blocker; he is big 
(6-1, 230) and doesn't shy from 
contact. He probably never will be as 
good a receiver as Priest Holmes, but 
Johnson is dangerous on screens 
and checkdowns. ... JAGUARS 

RT Maurice Williams’ play was a 
concern even before he gave up a 
playoff-record four sacks to Patriots 
OLB Willie McGinest. Williams 
regressed this season after being 
solid and consistent in his first 
four seasons. The team doesn't 
have any promising young 
linemen, so expect the Jaguars 
to look for help in the draft. ... 
The CHARGERS aren't ready 

to give up on CB Sammy 

Davis, so the team might 

not re-sign nickel back 

Jamar Fletcher. Fletcher, a 

free agent, might be too 

small (5-10, 185) to be 
anything more than a third corner, and he 
probably will want more than the team is 


RAVENS 
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a linebacker in the Ravens’ defense. ... 
The TEXANS are expected to switch to a 
4-3 next season, which could be good 
news for OLB Antwan Peek. Peek probably 
would become a pass-rushing end, which 
would allow him to focus on his biggest 
strength: pressuring the quarterback. ... 
Expect CHIEFS RB Larry Johnson to be 


SCOUTING REPORT 


The Steelers’ special 
teams have been nearly 
flawless during their 
six-game winning streak, 
and one of the main 
reasons is the play of 
PR Antwaan Randle El. He 
has had returns of 81, 72, 
36 and 20 yards in the 
past five games. His 20- 
yarder against the Colts set 
up a touchdown. Randle El 
is a dangerous returner 
because he is outstanding 
at making the first tackler 
miss. He also is very quick 
and can accelerate after 
changing direction. 
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willing to pay. ... Ifeanyi Ohalete 
isn't the answer for the BENGALS 
at strong safety. He’s a capable 
special teams player who is rugged 
and fearless in kick coverage, but 
Ohalete lacks range and ball skills and 
isn't a good tackler. Ohalete gave up too 
many big plays this season, so expect the 
team to go a different direction in 2006. 
... RB Corey Dillon will be the main 
offseason concern for the PATRIOTS, who 
must decide whether Dillon struggled 
because of injuries and a young line or 
because he is on the downside of his 
career. The team prefers big backs, and 
Dillon is the only one on the roster, so it 
could take a physical running back on the 
first day of the draft. 


Ohalete didn’t get his 
hands on enough 
passes to a 
remain a 2) 

starter. 


A silver-and-black hole 


The Raiders’ lack of depth 
and talent at linebacker 
forced them to play far more 
nickel coverage than they 
wanted to in 2005. 
Converted Es Tyler Brayton 
and Grant Irons were not 
well suited to playing outside 
in coordinator Rob Ryan's 
4-3 scheme; they likely will 
move back to end in '06 as 
they battle for roster spots. 
MLB Danny Clark didn't play 
as well as he did in 2004. OLB Kirk Morrison, who 
moved ahead of Irons, is the only one in the group 
assured of starting next season. The club also is 
counting on OLB Sam Williams (torn ACL) to come 
back healthy. Some players believe Ryan abandoned 
the 4-3 too often and relied too much on the nickel 
and other alignments. 
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Brayton 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Mike Preston; Buffalo, Allen Wilson; Cincinnati, Chick Ludwig; Cleveland, Steve Doerschuk; Denver, Lee Rasizer; 
Houston, Megan Manfull; Indianapolis, Mike Chappell; Jacksonville, Bart Hubbuch; Kansas City, Adam Teicher; Miami, Jason Cole; New England, 
Tom Curran; New York, Rich Cimini; Oakland, Steve Corkran; Pittsburgh, Gerry Dulac; San Diego, Kevin Acee; Tennessee, Jim Wyatt. 
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New coach Mike McCarthy will bring a 
more traditional West Coast passing game 
back to the PACKERS and take greater 
advantage of the running backs and tight 
ends. His offensive coordinator, Jeff 
Jagodzinski, will bring a zone-blocking 
scheme to the running game that's similar 
to the Broncos’. TE Bubba Franks could 
flourish in the new offense because 
there's potential for lots of one-back, 
double-tight end formations. ... With 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


Youth movement 


David Baas didn’t become a factor until late 
in his rookie season, when he showed signs of 
developing into the power guard the 49ers want 


INSIDE THE 


RB DeShaun Foster (broken ankle) out, 
Nick Goings will be the PANTHERS’ 
feature back. Goings isn't nearly as 
explosive as Foster but proved last season 
he can handle a lot of carries and read 
holes well. Look for seldom-used 

RB Jamal Robertson, who has excellent 
speed and decent hands, to take on a 
bigger role on third down. ... The biggest 
challenge facing new VIKINGS defensive 
coordinator Mike Tomlin will be finding 
personnel to fit his cover 2 scheme; in 
particular, he needs faster linebackers. 
New offensive coordinator Darrell Bevell 
will help install coach Brad Childress’ 
West Coast scheme. Bevell won't call 
plays, so his primary responsibility will be 
game-planning. ... GIANTS CB Corey 
Webster is a lock to start in '06. Though 
he often was burned as a rookie, Webster 
improved in coverage late in the season. 
Once he becomes more comfortable in 
the defense, the team is convinced he'll 
start showing his playmaking skills, which 
weren't evident this season. ... The 
EAGLES starting center job promises to 
be a good battle between Hank Fraley 
and his injury replacement this season, 
Jamaal Jackson. Jackson, 25, is younger 
and bigger than Fraley, 28, but Fraley is a 
more sound technician. ... The 49ERS 
made a modest move to shore up depth 
at linebacker, where all four starters are 
potential free agents, by re-signing backup 
OLB Corey Smith. Smith has showed 
particular promise as a pass rusher, and 
with some added size and strength, he 
could develop into a regular. ... The LIONS 


7 


will be in hot pursuit of an outside pass 
rusher during the offseason. Even if they 
re-sign DE Kalimba Edwards, he’s too 
inconsistent to be considered an answer 
at the position. If the team can’t come up 
with a pass-rush specialist, look for it to 
blitz the outside linebackers more. . 


BUCCANEERS CB Blue Adams will re receive 


special attention this offseason. Although 
he’s small (5-10, 184), Adams has 
excellent coverage skills and could 
become the nickel back if the team 
doesn't retain Juran Bolden. ... 


abuse poli 
FB Mike Al 


al ota aby appar ayer 


could give him the edge 
cin ‘the Eagles” starting ms 
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CARDINALS DE Antonio Smith showed 
some decent pass-rushing skills and 
progressed well this season while 
replacing injured RE Bertrand Berry. 
Smith should be a good rotational player 
and could benefit from coordinator Clancy 
Pendergast's creative use of defensive 
linemen. ... COWBOYS CB Jacques 
Reeves has thrilled coach Bill Parcells with 
his development the past two years, and 
the team believes Reeves eventually will 
replace Aaron Glenn as the No. 3 comer. 
Reeves always has had excellent speed, and 


cy, FB Rick Razzano figures to replace 
stott if he retires. Razzano is 


considered a classic power blocker and a good 
receiver. He’s not an adept ballcarrier, but the 
team will work on his skills so he can be an 
option in short-yardage situations. ... 


Vikings 


on the right side, where most of their runs go. 
Baas uses his strength and drive to sustain 
blocks and create running lanes. ... The Eagles’ 
Matt Ware could be moved from cornerback to 
safety this offseason. He has the size (6-2, 210) 
to make the move and played inside the 
majority of last season in the dime defense. If 
Donald Strickland continues to progress and 


stays healthy, he could be the team’s fourth 
corner, which would make Ware a valuable 


swingman in the secondary. ... Cardinals 

WR LeRon McCoy played well enough this 
season to convince coaches he could play a 
role in the offense in 2006. McCoy, a 
seventh-round pick in 2005, is one of the team’s 
fastest players and could fill the need for a 
receiver who can stretch the field. McCoy 
needs to improve his route-running skills but 
has made progress. ... Despite a tumultuous 
rookie season that included a four-game 
suspension for violating the league’s substance 
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coaches should give E.J. Henderson a shot at the 
middle linebacker job in spring drills. In its new 
scheme, the team needs a middle linebacker 
who can cover a deep third of the field at times, 
so that might push out MLB Sam Cowart. 
Henderson's combination of size (6-1, 245) and 
speed could intrigue new coordinator Mike 
Tomlin. ... A fresh start with a new coaching 
staff could give Oshiomogho Atogwe a chance to 
be the Rams’ starting free safety in 2006. He 
has good range and ball instincts but must 
become more physical, particularly in run 
support and tackling. ... Saints S Josh Bullocks, 
who had to start as a rookie because of a 
season-ending injury to S Jay Bellamy, gave up 
some deep completions and dropped a couple 
potential interceptions. But Bullocks showed 
the speed, quickness and nose for the ball that 
Saints coaches raved about during minicamps. 
The experience he got this season should 
benefit him in 06. 


now he’s much more technically precise. ... 
With DTs Ryan Pickett and Damione Lewis 
set to be unrestricted free agents, RAMS 
DT Jimmy Kennedy has a chance to 
establish himself as a starter next season. 
Kennedy has more quickness than Pickett 
and Lewis but tends to come high off the 
ball and get swallowed by double-teams. ... 
The SAINTS’ return game suffered this 
season without KR/PR Michael Lewis, who 
missed 14 games after blowing out his knee. 
The team will need to be assured Lewis, 34, 


and no longer kept his feet moving after = : -, 
contact. Unless Duckett emerges as the SLUU! OU REFUR 


starter sometime next season, it likely will 
Seahawks DT Chuck Darby 


be his last with the team. ... BEARS 
WR Berard Berrian always has been has been a key ingredient to the 
defense’s success. At 6-0, 298 


considered a speed threat, but it wasn’t until 
late in the season that he proved he could pounds, Darby doesn’t look the 
part, but he has been a 


consistently get off the line of scrimmage. 
disruptive presence at nose 


He's now using his strength to run by 
defenders or eluding them with crisp routes. tackle because of his low center 
of gravity and explosive first 


He could challenge for the No. 2 receiver 
job next season. 


can return to form before 
deciding to re-sign the free 
agent. ... If the REDSKINS 
fail to acquire a No. 2 


step. Darby's influence also can 
be measured in other ways. He 
has been a motivator for the 
line in the locker room and 


receiver, James Thrash will during games, and he has 

* . =z 
be the favorite to win the become a mentor to DT Marcus 2 
Job next season. Thrash Tubbs. A first-round pick in e 
ee ig 2004, Tubbs produced 5% 3 
and doesn't get a lot of Sacks in 2005 alter a = 
yards after the catch, but ° i . 
he is dependable and has disappointing rookie season. - 
decent hands. ... 
SEAHAWKS coaches like 
the versatility and 
potential of DL Rodney be 
Bailey. He has the range 
to make plays in space as H ? A 
ae ald Mike McCarthy was an inspired 
(6-3, 305) to slide inside Kennedy H H H 
iscsi 5 choice. McCarthy is going 
FALCONS RB TJ. Duckett =< 
was woefully unproductive E to be good for Green Bay. 
his last five games (39 = , ; 
carries for 43 yards) i As usual, Dan Pompei looks beyond the obvious. Go to 
because he stopped = sportingnews.com to see why Dan likes the Packers’ hire, then 
hitting holes aggressively = offer your take. 


Offseason game plans 


BEARS: The club will have an abundance of salary cap room, and the 


No. 1 free-agent priority is expected to be a wide receiver who 
also is an explosive return man. The Steelers’ Antwaan 
Randle El and the Lions’ Eddie Drummond are potential € 
targets. G.M. Jerry Angelo tends to focus his drafts on ; 
offense one year and defense the next—and it’s the 


defense’s turn in 2006. The team needs to make an upgrade 
and add depth at cornerback. CB Jerry Azumah probably 
will leave as a free agent, and CB Charles Tillman was 
exposed in the playoff loss to the Panthers. The status of 
free-agent OLB Hunter Hillenmeyer is up in the air. 
—, The team searched for a replacement last season 
before settling on him. The injury setbacks suffered by 
this season's rookies mean the Bears essentially will 


have two draft classes in 2006. 

REDSKINS: OLB LaVar Arrington likely has 
played his last game for the team; his differences 
with the defensive coaching staff run deep. He 
could be replaced by second-year player Chris 
Clemons or Warrick Holdman, a starter in the 
first seven games whose play fell off. Clemons 

has the speed to be an edge rusher and drop into 
coverage. The Redskins also could move MLB Lemar 
Marshall back to the weak side if they can find a free 
agent to play the middle, but such a move would 
disrupt continuity. The team does not have a first-round 
pick, but a trade always is possible, Barring a move up, 

Washington is in position to take the best player 

available. The club needs to add a young cornerback as 

well as depth in the offensive line and at wide receiver. 
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Marshall 
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Shaky play 


CORRESPONDENTS: Arizona, Kent Somers; Atlanta, George Henry; Carolina, Pat Yasinskas; Chicago, Brad Biggs; Dallas, Jean-Jacques Taylor; 
Detroit, Tom Kowalski; Green Bay, Tom Silverstein; Minnesota, Kevin Seifert; New Orleans, Mike Triplett; New York, Ralph Vacchiano; Philadelphia, 
Mark Eckel; St. Louis, Jim Thomas; San Francisco, Dennis Georgatos; Seattle, Clare Farnsworth; Tampa Bay, Roy Cummings; Washington, Paul Woody, 
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L.A. story is a painful one 


he Kings organization 

simply didn’t do its job 

during the lockout. Not 

general manager Dave 

Taylor nor coach Andy 
Murray. Not the entire scouting 
unit. 

This team didn’t need to be 
looking for goalies or monitoring 
the progress of prospects. It 
needed to be calling in 
witches or exorcists— 
curse breakers of any 
kind—to address the 
club’s most serious 
concern from the 
previous two seasons: 
an unimaginable run of 
injuries. 

Certainly, Taylor and 
Murray probably 
believed it would stop. 
After all, how much bad 
luck could one team 
have? 

“We've been hit by 
that injury bug again,” 
Murray says. 

Of course, it has 
been worse. 

In 2002-03, the Kings 
lost a team-record 536 games to 
injuries. In 2003-04, they set an 
NHL record with 629. Through 46 
games, this season’s team was 
on pace to lose a relatively low 
337. Nonetheless, Murray still 
has had to juggle a lineup that 
has lost Aaron Miller, Jeremy 
Roenick, Luc Robitaille, Valeri 
Bure, Jeff Cowan, Derek 
Armstrong, Eric Belanger, Dustin 
Brown, George Parros and, most 
recently, Pavol Demitra. 

Despite the shuffling, the 
Kings have been at or near the 
top of their division all season. 
Their goaltending combination 
of Mathieu Garon and Jason 
LaBarbera has played above 
expectations, and Demitra and 
linemate Craig Conroy form one 
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Solid goaltending has helped the Kings weather another spate 


better as the Kings try to hold 
their place in the Western 
Conference. While Demitra is 
out, the Kings will need more 
from young, talented Alexander 
Frolov. Murray is pushing Frolov 
to give a consistent effort every 
time out and says L.A. needs him 
to be its best player in most 
games. 


injuries, but they can’t afford to have Demitra (top) out for long. 


of the most threatening duos in 
the league. 

“We thought from the outset 
that Pavol would be a good fit 
with Craig because Pavol is real 
smart and goes to the net hard 
and handles the puck well,” 
Murray says. “We felt that the 
two of them would be a good 
combination. And they have 
played the whole season thus far 
together.” 

Well, until a leg injury took 
Demitra out of the lineup last 
week. The injury wasn't believed 
to be serious, but any time 
without Demitra is serious for 
Los Angeles. The team needs 
him and Conroy to be even 


In the 12 games before the 
break for the Olympics, the 
Kings will play six against 
division foes. In a new NHL 
schedule that includes more 
divisional matchups, there is no 
break from key games, no rest 
for injury-plagued rosters. 

Taylor will have plenty to do 
during the break. But he needn’t 
worry about working the phones 
for trades that might boost his 
team heading down the stretch, 
and, with a little health, in the 
playoffs. He should be searching 
the Los Angeles area for hands-on 
healers. The Kings can’t expect 
the odds to break in their favor 
without a little help. TSN 


JAY DROWNS / TSN (2) 


President-general manager 
has taken a lot 
of heat—and with good 
reason—for the way he has 
handled the Rangers in 
recent seasons. But kudos to 
Sather for acquiring winger 
Petr Sykora, who will be 
happy and comfortable on 
Broadway—and he'll return to 
his productive ways. 
As Dave Andreychuk’s 
23-season Hall of Fame 
career comes to a close, fans 
should remember him as one 
of the top all-time goal 
scorers and as the old guy 
jumping up and down with 
the Stanley Cup in June 
2004—not as a struggling, 
out-of-place veteran who 
tried to squeeze in one 
season too many. 
We all know the battle for 
Rookie of the Year will be 
between Sidney Crosby and 
Alexander Ovechkin, but 
other rookies are worth your 
attention. Check out Marek 
Svatos (Avalanche), Petr 
Prucha (Rangers), Dion 
Phaneuf (Flames) and 
Thomas Vanek (Sabres). 
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A LOOK AHEAD 


Speaking of bad luck and injuries ... Blackhawks superprospect 
RW Tuomo Ruutu, 22, had just returned from missing 30 games with a back 
injury when he partially severed a tendon in his ankle, putting him out 
indefinitely. The Blackhawks must have Ruutu on the ice to have any chance of 
success. But they weren't going to return to the playoffs this season anyway, so 
expect them to be busy before the trading deadline. 


Czeching in. If the 
Czechs suffer an injury 
at forward before the 
Olympics, Devils 

LW Patrik Elias is a 
no-brainer to be added 
to the roster. Elias 
probably could use the 
time off to rest as he 
continues his comeback 
from a serious bout with 
hepatitis A, but he has 
played well since 
returning and would give 
the Czechs another big 
weapon in their quest 
for gold. 


Sad but no surprise. Playing for the Belfast Giants of the British Elite Ice 
Hockey League, Theo Fleury tried to get out of the penalty box and confront 
hostile Coventry fans during a recent game against the Coventry Blaze. Fleury 
was stopped and kicked out of the game. The Blaze organization issued a 
statement saying Fleury “clearly has anger management issues,” but also said it 
hoped he had seen the error of his ways and would welcome him back to 
Coventry for another “entertaining game.” Fleury may soon run out of leagues to 
irritate with his problematic behavior. 
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No stopping these Sabres. 
Don't expect Buffalo to fall while 

C Daniel Briere misses six to eight 
weeks after abdominal surgery. The 
Sabres already had been forced to 
play a lot without Briere, who had 23 
points in 24 games. Cs Tim Connolly 
and Chris Drury will continue to lead 
the team toward the playoffs. 


Games to TiVo. Some heads 
may already be in Turin, but there 

are good games to catch before the 
ice gets bigger and medals are 
awarded. 

@ January 26, Sabres at Maple Leafs. 
@ January 28, Red Wings at Stars. 

@ February 3, Canucks at Flames. 


Security surprise. The incident at a recent Canadiens practice, in which a 
fan jumped on the ice in full gear and attempted two shots against G Jose 
Theodore before being escorted off the rink, turned out to be funny—there was 
no criminal activity, and the intruder simply was asked to leave the practice 
arena. But the NHL must put security on alert throughout the league. There is no 
need to be overly dramatic, but there is precedent in sports to say the Canadiens 
and Theodore might have gotten a little lucky. Everything possible should be 
done not to press that luck. When an adult sits in the stands in full hockey 
equipment and moves closer and closer to the ice, someone should ask a 
couple questions. 


& BLOG ALERT 


r | Messier brought the 
Cup to New York in 
1994; his absence has 
given the Rangers a 
chance at the Cup in 
2006. 


On target or not? Kara Yorio 
fires away regularly in her blog at 
sportingnews.com. You can join the 
discussion—but remember to keep your 
elbows up. 


Second half scenarios 


What will happen after the Olympics break: 


The 50-goal mark will fall. Seven snipers are on track to break 
the barrier, but stylish Thrashers forward Ilya Kovalchuk will get there 
first. Not only is he cocky, splashy and talented, the guy is durable. 

Larry Pleau’s career light will dim. Can anyone recall a good move 
made by the Blues general manager? Bad drafts, bad trades, bad 
contracts, bad results. New ownership most certainly will mean a new 
G.M. in St. Louis. 

Dion Phaneuf’s rise will continue. The Flames’ bone-crushing 
rookie defenseman had nine goals at the halfway point—he’s a 
combination of the young and old Scott Stevens, for goodness sake. 

Shootouts will draw crowds. Ask the naysayers whether they turn 
off their TVs when OT goes into OT. Thought not. —Paul Grant 


} 
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INSIDE 


' The first inductees into the NASCAR Hall of Fame 


are easier to pick than the location. 
Ithough Kansas City and Richmond have been eliminated from 
contention as sites for the NASCAR Hall of Fame, Charlotte, 
Daytona Beach and Atlanta still are waiting for The Call. 
As I’ve said before, the only logical selection is Charlotte, home 
to the majority of race teams and owners. Fans could visit the 
Hall of Fame and the race shops based in the city, and having the 
museum close to the teams’ homes means it will be a lot easier to gather 
stars for special appearances. 
The ultimate decision of where the Hall of Fame ends up is in 


NASCAR's hands. But who gets elected to it should be left up to members 
of the media. My short list for the first inductees: 


quraye 


RICHARD PETTY NASCAR'S first seven-time champion and far and 
away the leading driver at 200 wins should be the No. 1 inductee. Petty’s 
career stretched from 1958 to 1992, and he made a record 1,184 starts. 

In addition to having the most victories, The King also holds the record 
for the most poles (127) and for the most wins (27) and the most 

consecutive wins (10) in a season, both in 1967. © 

In addition to Petty’s unmatched accomplishments on the track, he is a 
true ambassador for the sport and has worked tirelessly to remain a fan 
favorite. 
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DAVID PEARSON Competitors say NASCAR's Silver Fox had icewater in 
his veins. That icy calm made Pearson a three-time champion, taking the 
title in 1966, 1968—when he won a career-high 16 races—and 1969— 
when he had 42 top fives in 51 races. His 105 career wins and 113 poles 
rank second to Petty’s totals. 


DALE EARNHARDT The 
Intimidator didn't come close to 
Petty for career victories 
(Earnhardt had 76) or poles 
(22), but when it came to Cup 
titles, Earnhardt matched The 
King. 

Earnhardt won rookie of the 
year honors in 1979 and 
followed that by winning the first 
of his seven championships in 
1980. Earnhardt also was the 
runner-up for the title three 
times. 

His drive and determination 
remain unmatched in the series. 
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HERB THOMAS He was the first two-time champion, and in addition to 
winning titles in 1951 and 1953, Thomas was the runner-up in 1952 and 
1954, Thomas raced in the original Strictly Stock events in 1949, and he 
had 48 career wins and 39 poles in 230 starts. His career was cut short by 
a near-fatal accident in October 1956, but he’s nonetheless 12th on the 
all-time wins list. 

WILLIAM H.G. FRANCE Without Big Bill France, there would be no 
NASCAR as we know it. His efforts to organize the National Association 
for Stock Car Auto Racing in December 1947 laid the groundwork for 
what would become the biggest racing series in the country. As 
NASCAR's first president, France went on to develop the first 
high-banked superspeedways—a 2.5-mile track in Daytona and the 
world’s fastest track, the 2.66-mile circuit at Talladega. 

France died on June 7, 1992, and his legacy lives on through his 
children and grandchildren. 


speedreads 


Making Darien Grubb group engineer for the Nos. 24 and 48 fills a 
conspicuous void that developed after Brian Whitesell joined the Nos. 5 
and 25. Grubb's familiarity with the No. 48 team will make him a useful 
conduit between the squads. 

NASCAR could eliminate outside testing altogether by allowing teams to 
arrive at the tracks a day early and use telemetry during an extensive 
practice while preparing for races. 

Although the Chase format has been wildly successful in Cup, it wouldn't 
work in the truck series. Twenty-five races are not enough to form a regular 
season and playoffs. 


TSN 


Enterprises 
competition 
director 
stepped back 


into his previous role 
as crew chief for 
last week at Daytona testing because new chief 

) rrott was recovering from a bacterial 
infection in a Huntersville, N.C., hospital. Parrott 
was expected to return to Petty Enterprises this 
week. The No. 43 team is scheduled to test for 
Goodyear at Texas Motor Speedway later this 
month and also will test its intermediate program 
starting January 30 at Las Vegas. Executive vice 
president of racing operations R 
says Petty’s immediate goal is to “focus on the 
moment” and build confidence among the teams. 


iott posted some of the top times last week at Daytona in his 

Hendrick-powered No. 36 Chevrolet for MB2 Motorsports. Elliott, a two-time 
Daytona 500 winner, said the track surface hasn’t changed much since he first 
started racing. The key still is “being able to handle while running wide open” 
and that the car is responsible for 75 percent of the team’s success. Elliott 
says his goal is to run 10 to 12 races this season. He adds that he’s “racing 
less but enjoying it more.” > It’s back to the 
drawing board for Dale Earnhardt Inc. and 

’s No. 1 car. DEI’s e says neither De 
of the cars Truex tested at Daytona suited his 
current driving style. Technical director 


As Ted Musgrave 


to bring prototypes to the track. > Robert Yates Racing's testing team had a 
one-day turnaround before returning to Florida to shake down a Busch car with 
road racing ace I ns. He'll drive the RYR car at Mexico City and 
Watkins Glen. > Former Hendrick chassis guru is joining 
forces with crew chief at Clay Andrews Racing. Andrews will back 
nd, 29, who is the son of former Winston West champion 
, in Nextel Cup. The team will test with 
Chevrolets later this month at Las Vegas and plans to 
run 15 races, starting in March with Vegas. Former RYR 
engine builder will provide the power. > 
Lowe’s Motor Speedway will be repaved. The project is 


’ } 
and , who oversees DEI’s says, there s never necessary because last year's levigating, or grinding, 
restrictor-plate program, started working early last - of the track resulted in a record-breaking 22 cautions 
really a good time to g 
week on new cars for February. Despite teammate y g for 103 of 400 laps in the spring and 15 cautions for 


| Jr.'s peppiness on the track, his 
No. 8 team will return with new cars for the 
Daytona 500, too. Truex and Earnhardt swapped 
cars in an afternoon testing session to provide 
feedback for each other. > NASCAR tested its car 
of tomorrow last Thursday at Daytona and worked 
with a variety of spoiler combinations with Bre » behind the wheel. 
NASCAR will have an open test this week at Daytona for any team that wants 


sportingnews.com. 


get a pink slip. 


So says Lee Spencer in her blog. Don't 
agree? Now’s the time to respond at 


81 of 336 laps in the fall. The repaving is expected to 
be completed by the end of March. > Craftsman Truck 
Series champion > was out of work for a 
mere 72 hours after closed the doors of 
Ultra Motorsports earlier this month. Musgrave was 
picked up by Germain Racing and will team with , who finished 
third in points and won five of 25 races, including four of the last six. Sounds 
like a lethal combination for Toyota. 


It’s like a throwback jersey 


What's old is new again: Penske Racing will field the 2004 
Intrepid on intermediate tracks this year. 

Dodge struggled to find the balance in last year's new 
Charger, especially on tracks longer than a mile. In 36 races, 


RUSTY JARRETT / GETTY IMAGES 


Dodges won just three times, and two came on relatively short 
tracks—New Hampshire and Richmond. And Jeremy Mayfield’s 
victory at Michigan came down to fuel mileage. 

Though other Dodge teams are working to bring the Charger 
up to speed, Penske has found the 2004 Intrepid more 
competitive. proved that by finishing seventh in 
one at Homestead. 


= 
” 
¥ 
S 
w 
2a 
S 
io 
& 
= 
Gj 
S 
=} 


1/27/06. 47 


Ut cs eBid J . 2 FL ma 4) 
mhayes @ sportingnews.com Pe. 


( You see, the problem is money and common sense don't mix. For some, that is. 


Yeah, they're ready ... to make some money 


et’s get this misconception injured and—this is reality— is passing up millions he could significantly increases a player's 

out of the way: The seeing dollar signs. make by staying and improving signing bonus. 

decision to leave college Can you blame Vince Young his draft stock. With my mind on their money 
| early for the NFL has and Reggie Bush for leaving early Ohio State linebacker A.J. and their money on my mind, 

» nothing to do with “being and chasing multimillion dollar Hawk stayed for his senior season there are at least four guys who 
ready.” It has everything to do contracts? Of course not. It’s hard and went from a mid- to late made good decisions to leave 
with not wanting to go to class to fault any college player for first-round pick to a potential early and four more who should 
anymore and not wanting to get leaving early—unless said player top five pick. A rise such as that have asked Hawk for advice. 
— as ee THE BAD 

RB LenDale CB Antonio Cromartie, Florida State. He’s the classic case of a 

White, Southern player who no longer wanted to be in school. Cromartie has potential, 

California. He’s the but he missed this season rehabbing after reconstructive knee surgery. 


best player in the 
draft. You can have 
Bush or Young or 
anyone else. White 
will be a 25-carry 
back, a bulldozer of 
a runner with 
deceptive speed 
and a knack for 
finding the end 
zone. He usually 
carried some extra 
weight at USC, but 
think of the payoff 


The big question: How will 
his knee respond once 
training camp rolls around in 
July? He also has played 
only one full season as a 
starting cornerback. 

QB Omar Jacobs, Bowling 
Green. There probably are 
too many questions about 
his throwing motion and 
durability for him to go in 
the first two rounds. He has 
NFL size (6-4, 225), but 
another year in college could 
have made him a first-round 


if a team can get z 

him in optimum ~ pick. 

shape. FA TE Anthony Fasano, Notre 
DE Mario EI Dame. His yardage numbers 

Williams, N.C. 3 ‘ were better this season, but 

State. The best he was more efficient in 


White has decided to cash in, but if he 
loses some weight, his NFL team will be the 
one making out like a bandit. 


2004—and he hasn't solved 
a nagging fumbling problem. 
This is an odd decision— 
coach Charlie Weis makes 
good use of his tight ends, 
and the draft is loaded at 
that position. 

WR Devin Hester, Miami. 
I'm guessing he’s a receiver 
because there’s no way he’s 
a cornerback. He didn’t play 
wideout at Miami because 
he couldn’t run disciplined 


pure rush end in 
college in 2005, 
Williams intrigues 
scouts because he has the size (6-7, 290) to hold up against the run 
and is a force off the edge in passing situations. 

WR Santonio Holmes, Ohio State. If you're a wide receiver with 
elite speed, leave school early. NFL teams are desperate for receivers 
who can stretch defenses, and wide receiver is a panic position on 
draft day—once the first receiver is picked, teams scramble to move 
up and get deep speed. 

DT Haloti Ngata, Oregon. He benefits from playing the most 
important position in the draft. Teams will take chances on guys who 
might take a couple of years to develop (see: Dewayne Robertson, 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Cromartie didn’t play this season, 
but he didn’t let that detail keep 
him from declaring for the draft. 


Marcus Stroud), and Ngata fits in that category. Although he missed all routes and couldn’t/wouldn’t block. He’s fast and can return kicks 

of the 2003 season with a knee injury and didn’t return to full strength and punts, but if he had gone back to Miami and become more 

until this season, Ngata is a big run stuffer with fantastic lower-body disciplined, Hester could have been the Troy Williamson of the 2007 
leverage. draft. TSN 
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Elite QB recruit Tim Tebow has enrolled early at Florida and will participate in 
spring practice. But let's remember this before the hype gets out of control: Josh 
Portis was in a similar situation last year in Gainesville—and threw for a gazillion 
‘el 4 a W yards in the spring game—but eventually transferred to Maryland. Besides, two 
i ie ag ee ee other early enrollees at Florida will make a more significant impact. OLs Carl 
Callahan seems to have Johnson and Maurice Hurt are massive, blue-chip recruits who will give the 
Nebraska headed in the Gators bulk and athleticism up front. 
right direction. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN (2) 


recruits (OL/DT Gerald McCoy and OL Sam Young) fall their way in the final 


LSU's Ryan Perrilloux can't be too excited these days. Texas, the team _ 
he turned down last recruiting season on national signing day, has 
an opening at quarterback. LSU, meanwhile, has two capable QBs 

who will be juniors next season, JaMarcus Russell and Matt Flynn, 

battling for the starting spot. Two words: spring transfer. 

We all bashed the Big 12 this season, with—for the most part—good 
reason. But the league went 5-3 in bow! games and could have won 
seven of eight games with a little luck. So the Big 12 wasn't that bad 
after all. Let's put it third, behind the SEC and ACC, in the Big Six. 


defense continues to develop. 


© BLOG ALERT 


| think Paterno’s 2005 
honors should have 
ended with Big Ten 9 
Coach of the Year. 


Is Tom Dienhart being a little tough on JoePa? 
Speak your mind—and read the minds of 
others—at sportingnews.com. 


weeks—or if Southern California 
doesn’t have its typically monster 
closing week. Unlike in the NFL, 
coaching contracts in college 
football are as much about 
looking to the future as they are 
rewarding the present or the 
past. Though there is no 
guarantee Weis will stay in South 
Bend forever, he already has put 
to rest the crutch that ND can’t 
recruit with national powers 
because of strict academic 
standards. One more time, 
everyone: Many blue-chip stars 
meet ND's standards. Previous 
coaches simply weren't 
charismatic enough to land them. 
> Bowling Green coach Gregg 
Brandon is one of the game's 
best offensive minds, but there 
are some in the coaching 
community who believe he simply 
stepped into a ready-made 
situation after Urban Meyer left 
for Utah. That's just ridiculous. 
We'll see more of Brandon's 
coaching ability next season 
when the Falcons have to replace 
QB Omar Jacobs, who will skip 
his senior season to enter the 


Since an embarrassing loss to Kansas in November, Nebraska coach Bill NFL draft. Meyer may have recruited Jacobs, but Jacobs was raw at best when he 
Callahan seemingly has made all the right moves. The Huskers closed the arrived at Bowling Green, and Brandon quickly molded him into the MAC's best 
season with wins against rivals Kansas State and Colorado, then beat Michigan quarterback. Sophomore QB Anthony Turner is Jacobs’ likely replacement, but 
in the Alamo Bowl. Last week, Callahan hired former CU offensive coordinator Brandon is excited about the development of redshirt freshman Freddie Barnes. 
Shawn Watson as his tight ends coach. New San Diego State coach Chuck > The departure of Virginia Tech quarterbacks coach Kevin Rogers—he will have 
Long wanted Watson as his offensive coordinator, and Cal coach Jeff Tedford the same position with the NFUs Vikings—leaves the Hokies with a critical void 
wanted Watson as his receivers coach—and possibly as his offensive coordinator. heading into a transition year at quarterback. No matter who is hired—it appears 
But it’s something of a referendum on Nebraska; respected assistants such as James Madison assistant Curt Newsome is the leading candidate—the new 
Watson don't join sinking ships. > More proof Charlie Weis is earning his coach.will have to get one of three quarterbacks (Sean Glennon, Ike Whitaker, 
stay-as-long-as-you-want contract at Notre Dame: The Irish likely will have a top Cory Holt) ready to direct a talented offense. If Tech gets consistent play at 

five recruiting class and could move into the top three if a couple of five-star quarterback, a national title run is a possibility—especially if the Hokies’ stout 
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There are media-sports conflicts far greater than baseball writers 


\_ voting on players for the Hall of Fame and postseason awards. 
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K, | understand the 
arguments against 
baseball writers’ voting for 
the Hall of Fame and other 
major baseball awards. 

@ A writer’s job is to report the 
news, not make the news. 

@ It’s a conflict of interest to 
vote for people you write about. 

@ Later this year, when Mark 
McGwire appears on his first Hall 
of Fame ballot, writers will 
be in the difficult position 
of weighing unconfirmed 
allegations that McGwire used 
performance-enhancing drugs. 

Legitimate issues, each and 
every one. 

But I plan to continue voting. 

My belief is that concerns 
about conflicts of interest are 
overblown and that voting 
members of the Baseball Writers 
Association of America are 
uniquely qualified to elect Hall of 
Famers. 

At least two respected 
columnists disagree—Tim 
Sullivan of the San Diego 
Union-Tribune and Dave Hyde of 
the Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel 
wrote recently they no longer will 


ED NESSEN / TSN ARCHIVES; INSET BY GERALD HERBERT / AP 


Hall of Fame voters will talk about 


— 


McGwire’s past—a lot—before 


having their say next winter. They’re the best ones to make the call. 


vote in the Hall of Fame election. 


Several newspapers—including 
the New York Times, Los Angeles 
Times and Washington Post— 
forbid their writers from voting 
for any awards. The SPORTING 
News allows its writers and 
editors to vote for the Hall of 
Fame but not for awards to 
current players. 


The most fundamental concern 


is that awards voting can 


compromise a writer’s objectivity. 


A Hall of Fame nominee might 
start cozying up to a voting 
member of the BBWAA. Or, in a 
more extreme example, a Cy 
Young Award contender could 
bribe a voter, knowing that 


winning the award would trigger a 


Hall of Fame also-rans still have opportunities to pick up votes 


Don't believe the talk that this was 
the last chance for Jim Rice or any 
other Hall of Fame candidate simply 
because next year’s ballot will 
include first-timers Cal Ripken, Tony 
Gwynn and Mark McGwire. 

A player needs to be named on 
75 percent of the ballots cast for 
induction. Rice’s percentage has 
risen from 52.2 to 54.6 to 59.5 to 
64.8 the past four elections. Rich 
“Goose” Gossage has gone from 
40.7 to 55.2 to 64.6 the past three. 
Bert Blyleven has gained steadily for 
seven straight years, rising from 14.1 
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percent to 53.3. 

The size of the jumps might 
decrease next year due to the 
attention surrounding the first-timers. 
But voters are permitted to vote for as 
many as 10 players each year. Even if 
the momentum for Rice and Co. stalls, 
it could pick up again in 2008, when 
Tim Raines will be the only prominent 
first-time candidate on the ballot. In 
’09, Rickey Henderson will be the only 
attractive first-time choice. 

Rice has three years of eligibility 
remaining, Blyleven six, Gossage 
eight. 


bonus in his contract. Even the 
appearance of a conflict can be as 
damaging as the conflict itself— 
that’s Journalism 101. 

Here’s the rub: The media and 
sports worlds are full of conflicts, 
many far greater than the ones 
previously described. FOX and 

ESPN both pay rights fees to 
broadcast major league 
baseball and also report on it 
as part of news coverage. 

The Tribune Co. owns both 

the Chicago Tribune and the 

Chicago Cubs. The New York 
Times Co. owns a 17 percent 
stake in the company that 
controls the Boston Red Sox. But 
good golly, Times writers can’t 
vote for Bert Blyleven for the Hall 
of Fame. 

Either there’s separation or 
there isn’t. Newspapers and other 
media entities exchange 
advertising dollars with sports 
teams and engage in 
cross-promotion. Does that 
compromise their coverage? 
Probably not. But does the 
Chicago Tribune favor the Cubs 
over the White Sox? Some Sox 
fans might think so. In any case, 
it’s hypocritical for media entities 
to clamp down on awards voting 
when they’re creating other 
perception problems. 

With the Hall of Fame, there’s a 
different issue looming—the 
steroids issue. The debate about 
the legitimacy of McGwire and 
others is more problematic than 
the standard debates comparing 
players from different eras. 
Chances are we'll never know 
which players used 
performance-enhancing drugs 
and which ones didn’t. The 
choice then is simple: Either 
ignore the question and judge a 
player solely on his 
accomplishments or develop a 


It’s difficult to sympathize with 
the Astros, who will look callous 
if they pressure first baseman 
Jeff Bagwell to retire but suffer 
financially if they pay him 

$17 million to be a part-time 
player. The club awarded 
Bagwell a five-year contract 
when he was 32. 

Impatient Phillies fans need to 
recognize that new general 
manager Pat Gillick faces an 
uphill battle on two fronts: The 
farm system lacks attractive 
trade chips, and the 

major league roster is laden 
with burdensome contracts. 
Don't look now, but Major 
League Baseball could blow it 
twice if the Nationals’ ballpark 
deal collapses and the World 
Baseball Classic is a disaster. 


rationale and be prepared to 
defend it, as a voter would with 
any Hall of Fame verdict. 

Running from these decisions 
would only diminish the 
credibility of the election. Like it 
or not, the BBWAA voters are part 
of the game’s history. Now is not 
the time for writers to forsake 
that responsibility, especially 
about an issue—steroids—that 
was dismissed by the players 
union and ignored by Major 
League Baseball for too long. 

This is a subjective process, 
always has been. Voters are 
instructed to consider a player's 
integrity, sportsmanship and 
character, along with his playing 
ability and contributions to his 
team. A Hall of Fame vote is not a 
trial by jury. Evidence is not 
required to support a conclusion. 
Voters go on facts; they go on 
instincts. And you know what? 
Despite some admittedly poor 
decisions, they usually get to the 
right place. 

For all the concerns about 
conflicts of interest, most writers 
remain more detached than 
anyone else who might 
participate in the process. 

I will continue voting. | see it as 
my duty. TSN 


Ken Rosenthal is FOXSports.com 
senior baseball writer. His Insider 
column is special to the SPORTING 
News. 
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OF Coco Crisp has more value to prospective trade partners as a potential leadoff man and center fielder than he does 
to the Indians, who bat him second and play him in left. But the Indians are reluctant to trade Crisp because it would 
force them to acquire an outfielder of lesser quality, likely weakening their 2006 club. 


The Devil Rays’ acquisition of Class AAA RHP 
Jackson and Class A ete. Ch ep the 
Dodgers for RHPs D oz and Lé 
should end talk that the Rays’ new Rot office is as 
difficult to deal with as the previous one. The Phillies and 
Braves also wanted Baez, but the Phillies were unwilling 
to meet the Rays’ price and the Braves are reluctant to 
part with young arms. > The Blue Jays wound up paying 
$12.6 million for one year of 3B Corey Koskie, 
including the $7.1 million they sent the Brewers along 
with Koskie for minor league RHP folfe. The Jays 
also lost their second-round pick in last year's draft, No. 
56 overall, for signing Koskie as a free agent last 
offseason. > Consider this comparison: Pitcher A was 
20-18 with a 3.70 ERA in 328% innings over the past 
two seasons, and Pitcher B was 19-16 with a 3.86 ERA 
in 326% innings. Pitcher A, RHP } d, signed a 
two-year, $14.25 million contract with the Indians. 
Pitcher B, LHP , received a four-year, 
$37.5 million deal from the Mariners. Washburn, 31, is 
four years younger and lefthanded. > The Dodgers could 
have signed CF Jot yn and free-agent RHP Jeff 
to deals with combined average salaries only 
slightly higher than what they gave SS Rafael Furcal, 
RHP Br o and CF K 1. Damon, 32, is 
a superior leadoff hitter to Furcal, 27, and plays a 
position at which the Dodgers had a greater need. 


Weaver, 29, was fourth in the majors in aba sais 
ee his two years in L.A. valine only Re lemens, 
and Roy Oswalt. Then ai both 
Damon and Weaver are recreated by agent S 
s, who rarely concludes negotiations “eka The 
Dodgers probably would not have gotten as early a 
commitment from Damon as they did from Furcal. 
Weaver still was on the market at the start of the week. 
> The Yankees were not in the mix for free-agent 
C e Molina, even though signing him could have 
helped them avoid paying C Jorge Posada’s 
$12 million option in 2007. Posada’s option will vest if 
he starts 81 games at catcher this season. But there is 
no room for him as a designated hitter with Bernie 
and Jason Gie taking those at-bats. > 
The Blue Jays balked when the Pirates wanted RF Alex 
for 1B/OF Craig W : Rios is five years away 
from becoming a free agent, Wilson one. The Pirates say 
they can afford to keep Wilson as a $3.5 million 
part-time player. Rival clubs are skeptical of that claim. 
> One rival G.M. jokingly refers to Orioles outfield 
prospect Nick Markakis as “The Chosen One’ 
Markakis, like Orioles owner s, is of Greek 
descent, and executives from other clubs say that 
makes him practically untouchable. Markakis, 22, is 
expected to open at Class AAA, but he could be in the 
majors by the end of the season. 
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With a little more 
confidence, K-Rod’s 
arsenal could be even 
more powerful. 


ANGELS RHP Francisco Rodriguez's slider will continue to be one of the most devastating in 
baseball, especially as he gains more confidence in throwing his fastball for a first-pitch 
strike. J.C Romero gives the club a much-needed lefthanded setup reliever. The Angels say he 
needs to throw his changeup more and complement his sinker and good fastball. 
ATHLETICS This could be the team's deepest, most versatile bullpen in years. RHPs Justin 
Duchscherer and Kirk Saarloos both can be used in a variety of roles, and RHP Jay Witasick 
provides a powerful arm when needed. BLUE JAYS RHPs Jason Frasor and RHP Justin 
Speier likely will compete for the chance to set up the club's new closer, LHP BJ. Ryan. 
Frasor and Speier showed good command of the strike zone in '05. DEVIL RAYS Last week's 
trade of RHP Danys Baez, the team’s closer, to the Dodgers further unsettled the bullpen. 


RHP Chad Orvella was a closer in 
college and the minors. Manager 
Joe Maddon will spend the spring 
searching for go-to arms. 
INDIANS The bullpen might be a 
liability this season. RHP Bob 
Wickman, who returns as the 
Closer, puts too many runners on 
base and is prone to injury. 

RHP Bob Howry is gone, so the 
club will turn to LHP Arthur 
Rhodes and RHP Rafael 
Betancourt for setup work. 
MARINERS If RHP Rafael Soriano 
can regain the dominant form he 
displayed when he was healthy in 
2003, he could be the key to the 
bullpen. He figures into the setup 
role behind LHP Eddie Guardado, 
the closer. RHP JJ. Putz would 
pitch in the middle and late 
innings. ORIOLES RHP Chris Ray 
is the long-term choice at closer 
but might not be ready for the job 
immediately. The club has options 
in RHPs LaTroy Hawkins and 
Jorge Julio, though Julio was 
erratic last season and Hawkins 
has been ineffective as a closer. 
RANGERS They hope RHP Akinori 
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Better than the original 


Though the Red Sox were disappointed when 1B John Olerud 
announced his retirement, they got a good replacement in 1B J.T. Snow, 
a free-agent signee who played for the Giants. 

Snow is more gifted on defense than Olerud, which is no small feat. 
Snow will share playing time at first with Kevin Youkilis and will almost 
always be used on defense in the late innings of close games. 


Otsuka can pitch consistently in the setup role so other relievers can work in earlier innings. 
RHP Joaquin Benoit, a former starter, could prove valuable in long relief. RE 


SOX By 


re-signing RHP Mike Timlin and acquiring RHPs Guillermo Mota, Julian Tavarez and Rudy 


Seanez, the setup crew is as deep as any in the game. But if RHP Keith Foulke breaks down 
LS The young bullpen remains the 


one of those four will have to become the closer. R 


club's strongest asset. RHP Mike MacDougal regained his 2003 form after replacing 


LHP Jeremy Affeldt as the closer last season, and 
RHP Ambiorix Burgos, 21, and LHP Andrew Sisco, 
23, emerged as adept setup men. TIGERS There's 
no question RHP Todd Jones is the closer, but every 
other relief role is up for debate. Manager Jim 
Leyland would like to support his young rotation with 
a more experienced bullpen. TWINS The bullpen, led 
by All-Star closer Joe Nathan, appears to be set 
except for one missing piece: a lefthander. The club 
hopes Gabe White, Darrell May or Dennys Reyes will 
fill the role. WHITE SOX RHP Bobby Jenks, 24, has 
the potential to become an Eric Gagne-type closer, 
but he needs to harness his control to hold the job. 
RHPs Dustin Hermanson and Cliff Politte anchor a 
young group that includes LHP Neal Cotts, 25, and 
RHP Brandon McCarthy, 22. YANKEES RHP Kyle 
Farnsworth, who has an aggressive style, replaces 
RHP Tom Gordon as the setup man. LHPs Mike 
Myers and Ron Villone are reliable, and 

RHP Octavio Dotel could be a valuable asset if he 
returns to form after recovering from elbow surgery. 


New Mariners 
LHP Jarrod Washburn, a 
former Angel who was 
signed as a free agent, 
ranked fourth in the A.L. in 
ERA last season partly 
because of the continued 
progress he has made with 
his changeup and slider. 
Washburn used to get by 
with fastballs, but shoulder 
problems in 2003 forced 
him to learn to use other 
pitches. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Spencer Fordin; Boston, lan Browne; Chicago, Scott Merkin; Cleveland, Anthony Castrovince; Detroit, Jason Beck; Kansas City, Dick Kaegel; Los Angeles, 
Mike Scarr; Minnesota, Kelly Thesier; New York, Mark Feinsand; Oakland, Mychael Urban; Seattle, Doug Miller; Tampa Bay, Bill Chastain; Texas, Jesse Sanchez: Toronto, Jordan Bastian. 
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SPOTLIGHT: 


The bullpen 


e 


The Nationals want Cordero to be able to finish with a flourish. 


Two of the top nine players in last year’s 
amateur draft finally signed last week. Justin Upton (No. 1 overall) will remain at 
shortstop in the Diamondbacks’ organization despite the presence of top 
shortstop prospect Stephen Drew. Arizona figures it will find a way to get both in 
the lineup should they make it to the big leagues. Mets RHP Mike Pelfrey (No. 9 
overall) likely will begin his pro career at high Class A St. Lucie. The hard-throwing 
starter averaged more than a strikeout per inning for Wichita State in 2005. 
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ASTROS The late-inning trio of RHPs Chad Qualls, Dan Wheeler and Brad Lidge makes the 
bullpen a strength. Veteran LHP Trever Miller will take pressure off LHP Mike Gallo, who 
often struggled last season as a specialist. BRAVES RHP Chris Reitsma appears to be the 
top closer candidate, but the final decision might not come until March. RHPs Blaine Boyer 
and Oscar Villarreal lead a solid group of middle relievers. Villarreal threw well in Mexico 
this winter. BREWERS RHP Derrick Turnbow returns as the closer, and his predecessor, 
RHP Dan Kolb, will be a setup man along with RHP Matt Wise. The other roles are up for 
grabs. CARDINALS The unit could end up a strength but has to be considered a question 
after all the offseason turnover. RHP Braden Looper and LHP Ricardo Rincon replace 

RHP Julian Tavarez and LHP Ray King in setup roles. 
CUBS This chatty group should pitch as well as it talks. 
LHP Scott Eyre and RHP Bob Howry provide experienced 
setup relief for RHP Ryan Dempster. LHP Will Ohman 
and RHPs Michael Wuertz and Roberto Novoa will 
benefit from the experience they gained in 2005. 
DIAMONDBACKS Several things need to happen for this 
bullpen to become a strength. RHP Jose Valverde, the 
closer, must stay healthy and maintain his control. Also, 
someone needs to become a reliable setup man; 
candidates include RHPs Brandon Medders, Brandon 
Lyon, Jason Grimsley and Luis Vizcaino, DODGERS The 
bullpen’s fate will depend on how well RHP Eric Gagne, 
the closer, recovers from elbow surgery. Gagne is 
expected to be ready by spring training. RHPs Danys Baez and Lance Carter, acquired in a 
trade with the Devil Rays last week, provide quality depth. Baez replaces erratic RHP Yhency 
Brazoban as the main setup reliever, and he can fill in as the closer if Gagne suffers more 
health problems. GIANTS This definitely is a strength. LHP Steve Kline should compensate 
for the loss of Eyre. RHP Armando Benitez's health will be a key. RHPs Jeremy Accardo and 
Scott Munter and LHP Jack Taschner show great promise. MARLINS The club is hopeful 
RHP Joe Borowski will be the latest reliever to regain his closing touch in South Florida. 
Borowski will battle hard-throwing rookie RHP Travis Bowyer in the spring. METS The 
additions of LHP Billy Wagner and RHP Duaner Sanchez and the presence of RHP Aaron 
Heilman make the bullpen an asset. Wagner should ensure fewer ninth-inning losses. 
NATIONALS One of the majors’ best bullpens in 2005 should remain solid. RHP Chad 
Cordero, the closer, is on a conditioning program to ensure he doesn't run out of gas again 
in September. RHP Luis Ayala, one of the best setup men in baseball, should be OK after 
elbow surgery. PADRES Few 
late-game relief combos can 
compare with RHPs Scott 
Linebrink and Trevor 
Hoffman. RHP Doug Brocail 
highlights a restructured 
middle-relief corps. 

PHILLIES RHP Tom Gordon 
hasn't closed full time since 
2001, and there is concern 
how much he has left at 38. 
RHP Ryan Madson, the main 
setup man last year, still might : 
join the rotation. PIRATES The — . = 

bullpen should be the club’s 

deepest in years with newcomers z ; = 
Carrara, RHP Roberto Hernandez and OWITCE ning 
LHP Damaso Marte. Hernandez and ke 
Marte provide insurance against 
struggles by LHP Mike Gonzalez, a 
first-time closer. REDS The club 
failed to acquire an experienced 
closer. RHP David Weathers and 

LHP Kent Mercker likely will share 
the role again, with RHP Todd 

Coffey gradually worked in. 

ROCKIES RHP Jose Mesa and King, 
the new setup men, must rebound 
from tough 2005 seasons. LHP Brian 
Fuentes, the closer, needs to be more 
efficient early in innings. 
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Astros CF Willy Taveras might 
resume working on becoming a 
switch hitter; he tabled the project 
last spring when he was trying to 
make the club. Taveras’ speed is his 
best weapon, and he needs another 
way to get on base. If Taveras, a 
natural righthanded hitter, can get 
the ball down the first base line, he 
can vary his bunts better than he 
did in the second half of ’05. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Arizona, Steve Gilbert; Atlanta, Mark Bowman; Chicago, Carrie Muskat; 
Cincinnati, Mark Sheldon; Colorado, Thomas Harding; Florida, Joe Frisaro; Houston, Alyson 
Footer; Los Angeles, Ken Gurnick; Milwaukee, Adam McCalvy; New York, Bryan Hoch and 
Marty Noble; Philadelphia, Ken Mandel; Pittsburgh, Ed Eagle; St. Louis, Matthew Leach; San 
Diego, Lyle Spencer; San Francisco, Rich Draper; Washington, Bill Ladson. 
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Don't be surprised if MARINERS manager Mike Hargrove moves RF Ichiro Suzuki from 
his customary leadoff spot to No. 3 in the order at some point this season. Ichiro's 
superior bat control and ability to adapt to any role make him an intriguing fit as a run 
producer if CF Jeremy Reed shows the aptitude to bat leadoff. ... 2B Todd Walker has 
dropped to third on the CUBS’ depth chart. The club wants to improve its middle-infield 
defense, and it believes Neifi Perez and Jerry Hairston are better in the field than 
Walker, who is the best hitter in the group. ... DIAMONDBACKS CF Eric Byrnes isn't 
always pretty on defense, but the club likes his enthusiasm and energy. He could battle 
SS Craig Counsell for the leadoff job. ... BLUE JAYS RF Alex Rios experienced the most 
success at the plate in 2005 when he set his front foot down quicker, which enabled 
him to get out in front of pitches more consistently. He has continued to work on that 
approach in Puerto Rico but has struggled. ... Bringing in the fences at Petco Park 
could have a positive psychological impact on the PADRES’ lefthanded hitters. Petco 
Still is a pitchers park, but by reducing the dimensions—the deepest spot went from 
411 feet to 400 in right-center—the club expects maybe a dozen more homers in a 
park that yielded 118 in 2005, third lowest among big-league stadiums. The change 
also will reduce wear and tear on CF Mike Cameron and RF Brian Giles. 
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’s move back to center field opens the door for Casey 
Kotchman, a natural hitter and good defender, to take over at first 
base for the Angels. It also pushes Chone Figgins back to third as the 
primary starter. Dallas McPherson, who is recovering from hip 
surgery, also will battle for playing time at third and may get 
consideration as the DH. Erstad must adjust to additional running in 
the outfield, and he needs to rebuild his arm strength. ... The Brewers’ 
acquisition of 3B Corey Koskie means IF Bill Hall likely will return to 
the utility role in which he flourished last season and that 3B Jeff 
Cirillo will be used in more of a pinch-hitting role. Koskie will anchor 
an otherwise young infield. 


54. . 1/27/06 


Don’t be surprised 
if Ichiro takes a 
run at the No. 3 
spot in the order. 
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Several clubs recently addressed their 
bench needs. The INDIANS added two 
key veterans, 1B Eduardo Perez and 
OF Todd Hollandsworth. Perez will 
platoon with Ben Broussard and is 
expected to provide leadership on and 
off the field. The club is hopeful Perez 
and Broussard together will produce 
enough offense at first base. 
Hollandsworth, signed to a minor 
league deal, likely will be the fourth 
outfielder. He had a rough 2005 
recovering from a serious shin injury but 
is a proven pinch hitter. His presence 
could prove beneficial to the club’s 
young outfielders. ... Rich Aurilia, 
re-signed by the REDS, will play second 
base, shortstop and third base, and he 
will be a full-time option at third if 
Edwin Encarnacion falters during 
spring training. Encamacion still is 
learning as a hitter and will work on his fielding and throwing with new bench coach Bucky Dent. 
... Eli Marrero is expected to make the ROCKIES as a utilityman. He can play all three outfield 
positions and can catch in a pinch. His arrival complicates matters for longtime outfield prospect 
Choo Freeman, who is out of minor league options. Freeman has yet to play to his potential. 
Newly acquired IF Josh Wilson gives Colorado the option of sending IF Omar Quintanilla back to 
the minors to work on his hitting. ... The DEVIL RAYS improved their depth by signing Ty 
Wigginton, who can play first, second and third. Wigginton bats righthanded, so he can fill in for 
one of the team’s lefthanded-hitting comer infielders, 3B Sean Burroughs or 1B Travis Lee, 
against lefthanders. ... Miguel Cairo is back 
with the YANKEES and will fill a utility role. 
He provides a good clubhouse presence and 


Aurilia 
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Keep an eye on... 


Pirates LHP Sean Burnett, who 
missed all of last season while 
recovering from elbow and shoulder 
surgeries, had been expected to begin 
2006 at Class AAA. But he is ahead of 
schedule in his rehab and could be in 
the Pirates’ rotation mix in the spring. 


will serve as the backup at second, third 
and shortstop and as an emergency 
outfielder. ... The RED SOX appear poised to 
use Tony Graffanino as a super-sub in 
2006, rotating him around the infield and 
perhaps even playing him in the outfield if a 
late-inning need arises. Graffanino is perfect 
for the role and provides a sound bat, 
underrated baserunning skills and 
dependable defense. 


—The work is worth 
it when you win. 


Fantasy baseball is significantly better 
because it’s much more rewarding when 
you win. Baseball owners have 10 times as 
many games to track, and they manage 
starting lineups that can be more than 
double the size of those in football. 
Owners need to be focused from start to 
finish to do well because of the number of 
players and games involved. 

Fantasy football success is more predicated on luck because of 
the smaller sample size. For example, draft position can play a 
large part in a team’s success. Of the five fantasy football leagues 
I participated in this season, three of the title-winning teams 
featured Shaun Alexander. You don’t see Alex Rodriguez making 
that much of an impact in fantasy baseball. 

I don’t know how many times I've felt I’ve had the best fantasy 
football team and not won the league because of injuries, which 
can kill a team in football because of the smaller roster size. 

The length of the fantasy baseball season is daunting, but I love 
that challenge. The bigger the challenge, the more satisfying the 


SEAN GALLAGHER / TSN 


Insights from the editors of Fantasy Source Football, your online 


fantasy authority: fantasygames.sportingnews.com/football. 


COUNTERPOINTS 
Which is better: fantasy grein or eats football? 


—Why work when 
you can play? 

You want a reward? Save some money 
and go buy ice cream, You want a 
challenge? Try running a marathon. You 
want to have fun? Play fantasy football. 

Don’t get me wrong. Baseball is my 
sport; it revs my engine. But the season is 
grueling and monotonous, even for a 
die-hard like me. To play winning fantasy 
baseball, an owner must be on top of 
things, and that means reading 15 box scores a day. Did anybody 
lose his closer job? Is there a slumping player I need to drop? 

Meanwhile, there’s nothing like the relaxed mid-week schedule 
and build-up to Fantasy Football Sunday (I capitalized it 
intentionally). The action on Sunday is fun to track on the Internet 
or the television because each game means more in a 16-game 
season. Sure, injuries will hit, but there’s always a midseason 
pickup such as Samkon Gado who can bail your team out. 

Fantasy baseball is challenging, but so are child rearing, gainful 
employment and having a social life, things I consider more 
important. Even with its air of unpredictability, fantasy football is 
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victory. —Roger Kuznia 
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Terrible team, terrific player: The stink of the 
Cardinals doesn’t stick to Fitzgerald. 


Carson Palmer, QB, 
Bengals. As 2005’s only 
30-TD passer, keeping 
him is tempting. But 
considering the risk 
associated with the torn 
ligaments in his knee 
and the depth at his 
position, it’s a smarter 
move to stay away. 

Tiki Barber, RB, 
Giants. He will be 31 
next season but 
doesn’t have the 
typical wear that 
comes with age. Plus, 
he had a strong finish 
to his dazzling ’05 
season. Expect at least 
two more great years 
from Barber. 

Larry Fitzgerald, WR, 
Cardinals. Who cares 
that he plays for 
Arizona? This kid has a 
special future and will 
build on the 103 
catches and 10 
touchdowns he had in 
his second season. 

—Vinnie lyer 


my hobby of choice. —Brendan Roberts 
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Offseason issues 


Quarterback carousel. Nearly half a dozen teams 
1 could be looking for new starters, Late-season injuries to 

Drew Brees and Carson Palmer make it less likely that 
Philip Rivers and Jon Kitna will be available for other jobs. 


Running backs on the move. While everyone waits for 

y a Dolphins to deal Ricky Williams, Edgerrin James and 
Shaun Alexander could find 

new homes as free agents. 


NFL Draft. Reggie 4m 
x, Bush could be the es 

top pick, but fantasy Ve 
owners also need to | 
get to know running 
backs DeAngelo 
Williams and Laurence 
Maroney. 


Different bosses. 
Ten teams will have new 
head coaches. The changes 


in schemes could affect your players’ 
values. 


Terrell Owens. Who wants 
him? Anyone ... anyone? 


—Rob Hurtt 
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( True confession here: I'm dreaming of | 
doing the rumba with a rassler. ) 


DAVE KINDRED 


dkindred @ sportingnews.com 


Look who's dancing into living rooms 


0, as I passed through the 
family room, there on the 
television was Dancing with 
the Stars. Ordinarily, | would 
not have stopped because my 
Sportswriter Rule of Life 
No. 79 is, “It ain’t sports if it’s got 
sequins.” 

But I stopped this time when I 
heard an announcer identify a 
dancer as a professional wrestler. I 
looked for the cauliflower ears that 
would distinguish the wrestler from 
the civilized folks and Master P. 
There were no such ears, nor even a 
nose with a broken bridge. Instead, 
by more intense staring, | was able to 
discover the wrestler was a beautiful 
woman whose legs reached from 
here to there with neither flaw nor 
interruption. 

My glasses soon became fogged. 
But through the mist I saw the tall 
blonde and her tuxedoed partner do 
the rumba. I waited around until | 
heard her name, Stacy Keibler, and | approved 
the judges’ scoring, which gave the pair 29 
points of a possible 30. Now, Stacy’s sequins, I 
loved ’em. 

Before going on, | should make a confession. 
That trip through the family room was not my 
first flirtation with Dancing. The first came the 
week before, when I made a point of seeing 
ESPN broadcaster Kenny Mayne. Praise be, 
Kenny wore no sequins. Alas, he could not 
dance in the usual sense of the word. One 
online expert approved his routine, calling it 
“pure comic gold,” though to my untrained eye 
Kenny resembled a robot in need of WD-40. 

Regardless, I stood in the family room 
mesmerized by whatever it was those people 
were doing. | am no dancer. Other than the 
occasional forced march at a wedding, I last 
danced in high school, and the dance that day, 
as called by our English teacher, Miss Brak, 
was a square dance. 

The more! watched Dancing, the more I 


Keibler, a pro wrestler, and partner To 
competition on Dancing with the Stars shake in their dancing shoes. 


came to understand that those people aren’t 
dancers, either. George Hamilton’s idea of 
dancing is my idea, which is, “If you must 
dance, try not to sweat all over her.” And bring 
along a chiropractor for repairs. 

Most Januarys of his professional career, 
Jerry Rice has not sweated at all. He has run 
post patterns under footballs put in the air by 
quarterbacks who knew he'd be there when 
the ball came to earth. But now, in January 
2006, Rice is retired from football, and what’s 
the greatest pass receiver in history to do with 
himself when there are no more footballs to be 
caught? In Rice’s case, he catches a dancer. 

He took his partner, Anna Trebunskaya, to 
the 49ers practice facility and put her through 
football agility drills, the better to remind the 
imperious Russian—so bossy that first week— 
that grace is not limited to those who have 
mastered the quick step. Viewers with 
Neanderthalian tendencies might have wished 
for Rice to send Anna over the middle between 
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ny Dovolani are making the 


linebackers. He remained a 
charmer, though, and sprinted 
on stage for their dance, 
smiling, as if Anna were 
someone he was happy to see, 
maybe Joe Montana. 

1 watch professional wrestling 
once every half-century or so. 
Killer Kowalski was big the last 
time I paid attention. So! 
missed Stacy Keibler’s career in 
rasslin’. Here’s how it went, with 
quotes from the official World 
Wrestling Entertainment 
website: “Realizing her dream of 
being a star in sports 
entertainment, Stacy got her 
start as a Nitro Girl... .” 

She worked as Sky, Skye, 
Miss Handcock and Ms. 
Hancock, not to mention her 
tenure as manager of the 
Dudley Boyz, aka The Duchess 
of Dudleyville. The WWE 
website went on: “An 
accomplished wrestler, Stacy has also won 
her share of bra and panty matches and bikini 
Contests, ruffling the feathers of other divas. 
She has even recently dated WWE superstar 
Randy Orton. Tragically, their relationship 
ended after a misunderstanding by the brash 
brat Orton, leading to an RKO on poor Stacy 
and the instant end to their romance on RAW.” 

Whatever that means. 

Further Googling of Keibler turned up the 
information that “Stacy has worked as a model 
and actress as well as a physical therapist 
technician and a cheerleader. ... Dancing since 
the age of 3 with a background in ballet, tap 
and jazz, it was easy to see why Stacy became 
a cheerleader. Stacy was one of the first 
Baltimore Ravens cheerleaders, working with 
the organization for two years.” 

Oh, and she was also a full-time college 
student, “pulling in near-perfect grades.” 

And not once mistaken for Killer Kowalski. 
TSN 
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